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In This Issue 

 

In the fall semester that has just concluded, the RTS campuses, along with 
educational institutions everywhere, encountered the challenge of the COVID-19 
pandemic. In the kind providence of God we managed to maintain residential 
classroom instruction, with small disruptions here and there. The pandemic affected 
lectures in the classrooms, conversations in the hallways, and messages in chapel. 
Included in this issue are two addresses from the Orlando campus, the opening 
convocation by Academic Dean Michael Allen and the last chapel sermon by Dean of 
the Chapel Michael Glodo, both of which touch on the virus’s reminder of our 
mortality. 

This issue also marks the debut of an occasional series that will revisit theological 
books in the recent past that have attained recognition as classics, with a view toward 
assessing their influence and ongoing value. We begin by marking the fortieth 
anniversary of Eugene Peterson’s A Long Obedience in the Same Direction. 

JRM 
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Theological Education as Learning to Die1 

 
Michael Allen 

Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando 
 

1. “Don’t forget; you’re going to die,” but we moderns like to deny the 
inevitable. 

 
My phone alerts me five times a day: “Don’t forget – you’re going to die.” The 

WeCroak App – which gained some notoriety when launched a few years ago – is 
meant to help one confront one’s mortality. Why? Because we live in an age of death-
denial. How do we deny it? Consider some social examples. By 1980, only 17% of 
people died at home anymore. It’s surely lower now. When people die, we quickly call 
for the funeral home to gather the body. The funeral may be renamed in ghastly glee 
as a “celebration of life,” no longer an occasion for sorrow at death’s brutality. And 
that graveyard is now more likely to be way out in the suburbs, where you won’t have 
to see it with any regularity.  

Personally, we internalize means of denying death. Ernest Becker considered 
ways in which we did so in his award-winning book, The Denial of Death. He spoke of 
“partialization,” where we narrow our gaze in tunnel-like capacity so as to avoid 
dealing with the traumatic. A later example might be found in Joan Didion’s memoir 
of the year in which her husband died. In that volume, The Year of Magical Thinking, she 
preserved and organized his shoes for when he was raised from the dead. Cleaning out 
the closet might be more prim and proper, of course, but it would force her to 
confront his death and her loss. So she rationally reflected on how her dead husband 
would need those shoes and would be angry if he found out she’d taken them to 
Goodwill. This year marked by death-denial was called “magical” by Didion because 
that’s what death-denial is, a misdirection that keeps you from paying attention to 
what’s going on. 

But Ernest Becker was diagnosed with cancer later that year when he published 
The Denial of Death. And when his book was selected for the Pulitzer Prize in Literature, 
he’d been dead two months. 

                                                           
1 A convocation address delivered at Reformed Theological Seminary Orlando, August 26, 2020. 
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2. “Don’t forget; you’re going to die,” but we Christians can acknowledge the 

intractable and undeniable.  
 

Deaths have dominated our year, from 170,000 dead (in the USA as of late 
August 2020) from a virus to the killing of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor. 2020 
may just be a year for displaying the intractable nature of our challenges: 
epidemiological, economic, racial, political, rhetorical, etc. That’s the word that has 
emblazoned itself upon my mind and heart this year: intractable. So many things seem 
so far beyond our control, our comfort. In days like these, perhaps that intractability 
of sin and death reaches the point of undeniability. 

The Hebrew language of Sheol helps us name death and death’s place even in 
our daily path. Jonah 2:2 names the belly of the whale as Sheol, while Psalm 107:20 
speaks of God’s deliverance of those who are in Sheol. It mars not only the afterlife but 
aspects of this life. As Todd Billings puts it, “Sheol is the pit, the place of the living and 
the dead who are silenced and cut off” (End of the Christian Life, 21). Billings suggests an 
image for Sheol: a huge canopy that blocks the sun and leaves a whole area in the dark. 
The graveyard doesn’t receive the sun, but, then again, the canopy blocks areas of this 
life too. 

Contrary to some suggestions, we do not face unprecedented challenges. Kyle 
Harper’s The Fate of Rome tells of the concoction of uncanny events that led to Rome’s 
decline in the West: volcanic eruption, ice age, and, you guessed it, plague. Well before 
those events, however, Augustine’s City of God has searched out the intractability of the 
City of Man’s problems. When Rome’s impermeable sense of eternality was punctured 
by a weekend-long siege in the early fifth century, Augustine argued that this was a 
parable of reality.  

Cornel West speaks regularly of a distinction between having problems and 
suffering catastrophe. A problem is an inconvenience to be managed, but a 
catastrophe is an intractable tragedy bringing us into the pit of evil. And Christians 
can be truth-tellers here. The Rule of Saint Benedict long ago summoned one to “Keep 
death daily before one’s eyes.” It did so because the ars moriendi – the art of dying – was 
viewed as essential to Christian discipleship. “All flesh is like grass and all its glory like 
the flower of grass. The grass withers, and the flower falls” (Isa. 40:7-8). “As for man, 
his days are like grass; he flourishes like a flower of the field” (Ps. 103:15). 

We mourn the irrational pain of death. We lament the way in which life here 
and now participated in that pit of Sheol. We learn, like Jesus, to cry out for ourselves 
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but also for those around us. “O Lord, make me know my end and what is the 
measure of my days; let me know how fleeting I am!” (Ps. 39:4) 

 
3. “Don’t forget; you’re going to die,” and preparation for death frees us to live.  

 
“To believe in Almighty God,” Kate Sonderegger says, “is to lift up one’s head, 

to see this world, and to see beyond it too. It is to trust that there is more. More riches 
in a text than meets the eye; more Grace and Life in bread and wine and oil than 
anyone glimpses there; more distinction in human reason than biology can teach us; 
more dignity to all creatures than economic striving can show us; more weight to our 
concepts and ideals and quotidian facts than our weary age can hope for: more is the 
name of Christian dignity” (Systematic Theology, vol. 1, 456). We might say, then, that in 
death, here too is more than we might otherwise imagine. Here too is the way of life. 

“Death is swallowed up in victory. O death, where is your victory? O death, 
where is your sting? The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But 
thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 
15:54-57). That death was taken by this Christ, as John Calvin said: “A life of 
embracing mortality and suffering marked Christ himself: “it could be said that He 
not only had a cross continually placed upon him when he lived on earth, but even 
that his life was nothing other than a kind of perpetual cross” (Little Book, 58). 

In knowing that he was sent to die, Christ was freed from grasping at straws or 
extending his every last thought to prolonging his life. Calvin says it marked his whole 
life, not merely the angst of Gethsemane but also the allure of his wilderness 
temptations. We know the evil draw of aiming at survival as a bare aim; here Tolkien’s 
Silmarillion depicts “the doom of the elves is to be immortal.” But Jesus put to the side 
the miraculous provision, the host of angels, the glitzy treasure, because his life was 
not his own, because his life was meant to end in sacrifice, and because his life was 
promised a joy set before him. In embracing his mortality, he was freed to give himself 
away. And so it is for all Christians in him, our embrace of our finitude and mortality 
puts to death our insatiable hunger to survive and fend of all threats. For us, there are 
things greater than breath and worse than expiration.  

On one occasion, Jesus spoke to his disciples in a way that led them to ask 
“Who then can be saved?” (Mk. 10:27). That warning about the rich had clearly 
prompted them to grow frantic about their own fate. Peter pipes up: “See, we have left 
everything and followed you” (Mk. 10:28). The response does not negate the challenge 
of sacrifice, but it reminds us never to think it futile or worthy of pity. “Jesus said, 
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‘Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother 
or father or children or lands, for my sake and for the gospel, who will not receive a 
hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and 
children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life. But many 
who are first will be last, and the last first’” (10:29-31). Those who learn the art of 
dying will be those fit to really live abundantly. 

 
4. “Don’t forget; you’re going to die,” and Christ calls us to live for God and put to 

death our old self. 
 

By God’s grace, selves can be saved from Sheol. By God’s grace, death can 
become the sphere for resurrection. By God’s grace, we can actually speak of that 
mysterious gift: the death of death, the mortification of mortality. We not only come 
to terms with the fact that a death shall come, but we actively begin to pursue the 
mortification of death’s imprint upon us now. 

We confess this gift with the words of our catechism. Mortification plays a 
crucial role in answering the question: “What is Sanctification? Sanctification is the 
work of God’s free grace, whereby we are renewed in the whole man after the image of 
God, and are enabled more and more die to sin and live to righteousness” (WSC 35; 
see also WLC 75). Mortification marks a rhythm of the Christian life. Baptism 
signifies death as we are plunged beneath waters of judgment, but that does not mean 
that death to sin or the death of death only occurs at the inception of our Christian 
life. No, sanctification is a renewal by God and thus an enablement of us as 
Christians, such that we “more and more die to sin.” We put to death the false, evil, 
and ugly ways of sin and death by God’s own grace.  

We turn now to our scripture text in Romans 12. Our own ways must be 
confronted and challenged by this grace. This is what it means that our “spiritual act 
of worship” that befits those who have been shown “the mercies of God” will be to 
present yourselves “as a living sacrifice” (Rom. 12:1). Consider the witness of my friend 
Todd Billings, cancer patient and Christian, who says: “You are mortal. You are not 
indispensable to the world. Your life will come to an end. And yet, in light of genuine 
Christian hope, a daily embrace of those realities can refresh our parched souls, 
freeing us to generously love rather than cling to methods of self-preservation” (The 
End of the Christian Life, 239). We can be given for God and for others – for the kingdom 
of heaven – when we’re no longer hell-bent on surviving and getting mine. 
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5. “Don’t forget; you’re going to die,” and the pursuit of theological education 
involves a committed journey of learning how to die that we might learn how to 
truly live.  

 
The novelist Toni Morrison wrote that “anything dead coming back to life 

hurts” (Beloved, 92). Mortification does not come naturally. It demands sacrifice and 
work. It may be beside the point to say that seminary will hurt or prove challenging, 
but I hope also to assure you that it’s meant to do so only as it is part of that process 
of something dead coming back to life. 

Figures from Seneca to Montaigne to Cornel West have spoken of the study of 
philosophy and the liberal arts as learning to die. John Calvin summed up the 
Christian life in speaking of this call to learn self-denial.  He said: “We are not our 
own; therefore, neither our reason nor our will should dominate our plans and 
actions. We are not our own; therefore, let us not make the gratification of our flesh 
our end. We are not our own; therefore, as much as possible, let us forget ourselves 
and our own interests. Rather, we are God’s. Therefore, let us live and die to Him. We 
are God’s. Therefore, let his wisdom and his will govern all our actions. We are God’s. 
Therefore, let us—in every way in all our lives—run to him as our only proper end” 
(Calvin, Little Book, 22). 

The words of Paul call us as brothers and sisters who have received mercy to 
this journey. We die to the ways of the world; “do not be conformed to this world” 
(Rom. 12:2). Not only her treasures and ideals, but also her anger and frustrations 
that call for our conformity must be confronted and surrendered to God as a living 
sacrifice. We die also to our inborn and instilled rhythms; “be transformed by the 
renewal of your mind” (Rom. 12:2). Not only my answers and prejudices, but also the 
very questions and fascinations that I bring to this study must be challenged and 
surrendered to God as a living sacrifice. Therefore, our curriculum focuses upon the 
Word of God, not merely as an answer book to the questions you or your world ask 
but ultimately as a tutor that draws your attention to those matters of greatest 
concern. Still further, our studies seek to draw you into conversation with the 
communion of saints, that your engagement of God’s Holy Word will be enhanced by 
hearing their lessons and feeling their tensions. And all your work is meant to form 
and focus your attention, that your gaze and your love may be drawn away from the 
things of this world to that which truly matters and then and only then are fit to take 
in all things as they relate to his glorious kingdom. Training one’s attention, though, 
is a pattern of death: not touching that phone again, not itching for the next and 
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greatest thing, not wanting to move on to someone with fewer frustrations, not always 
believing that some later iteration will finally solve the problem, strangle the sin, 
square the circle, and manage the intractable.  

The mortification of sin is the context and not merely the content of our 
theological study (see John Webster, Holiness, 12 for discussion of theology’s content 
and context). We don’t simply analyze the death of self and sin or even Satan that 
needs to happen out there or be identified in them. And we aren’t even going to call it a 
day when we note and assent to our inevitable doom. We will learn to die. We will 
receive the Word of God as “living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, 
piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning 
the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (Heb. 4:12). As we learn to die to our self 
and our sin and that experience of Sheol’s isolation, then “by testing you discern what 
is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom. 12:2). It may be a 
painful pill to swallow, no doubt, but it just might be the way of life.  
 
Closing Prayer 
 

Let us turn then to God in prayer:  
“Almighty God, in your limitless goodness you have deemed us worthy of such 

an honour that you descended to earth in the person of your only-begotten Son, and 
each day appear to us intimately in your gospel where we contemplate your living 
image. Therefore grant that we may not abuse such a benefit through senseless 
curiosity but be truly transformed into your glory, and thus more and more advance 
in the renewal of our minds and entire life, so that at last we may be gathered into that 
blessed and eternal glory which has been obtained through your only-begotten Son, 
our Lord. Amen” (John Calvin, Ezekiel, vol. 1, 57). 
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We Still Have Faces1 
 

Michael J. Glodo 
Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando 

 
There is nothing which symbolizes the COVID-19 pandemic like the mask, 

including the deep societal divisions which are broader than, but reflected in, the 
pandemic debates. Various interpretations are offered as to what this “mask hysteria” 
means, but we might consider simply what masks tell us about the importance of the 
human face. C. S. Lewis’ Till We Have Faces, his favorite of his own novels, is the 
theodicy—an accusation against the gods — of an aged, veiled queen, Orual, who wore 
a veil her entire life. She did so at first because her father the king thought her ugly — 
“curd face” he called her when he first told her to cover her face — but as time went on 
she found the veil to be a source of strength. 
 

[A]s years passed and there were fewer in the city... who remembered my face, 
the wildest stories got about as to what that veil hid.... Some said... that it was 
frightful beyond endurance; a pig’s, bear’s, cat’s or elephant’s face. The best 
story was that I had no face at all; if you stripped off my veil you’d find 
emptiness. But another sort... said that I wore a veil because I was of a beauty 
so dazzling that if I let it be seen all men in the world would run mad; or else 
that [the god of Gloam] Ungit was jealous of my beauty and had promised to 
blast me if I went bareface. The upshot of all this nonsense was that I became 
something very mysterious and awful.2 

 
The veil which first covered the shame of her looks later became a source of 

queenly authority and mystique, but diminished her humanity. Her face made her 
more like the gods, but less human. Only in the removal of her veil at the end did she 
become fully human again. 

                                                           
1 Based on a sermon on Numbers 6:22-27 preached in the chapel service at Reformed Theological 
Seminary Orlando, December 2, 2020. An audio recording of that sermon may be found at 
https://rts.edu/resources/. 

2 C. S. Lewis, Till We Have Faces: A Myth Retold, Reissue Edition (New York: HarperOne, 2017). 

https://rts.edu/resources/
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Orual’s veil stands in stark contrast to the Aaronic benediction in which the unveiling 
of God’s face upon his people expresses the acme of human existence.  
 

The Lord spoke to Moses, saying, “Speak to Aaron and his sons, saying, Thus 
you shall bless the people of Israel: you shall say to them,  

The Lord bless you and keep you;  
 the Lord make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you;  
 the Lord lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace.  

So shall they put my name upon the people of Israel, and I will bless them 
(Num 6:22-27). 

 
We all, like Orual, make masks and veils — veils to cover what is there, masks to 

make what is not there. In doing so, like Orual, we become like the gods of human 
making, and consequently lose our humanity. The result, as Psalm 115 so strikingly 
warns us, is that we become like them in impotence and lifelessness (v 8). Yet in the 
acme of human blessedness held forth in the Aaronic benediction, God unmasks his 
face to shine on ours. He shows his face in favor. The covering of our faces makes us 
less human, but the revelation of God’s face makes us fully human. 

As we continue in our sermon series “What Is (Hu)Man?” on the subject of 
human identity and as we think about how visceral the subject of face coverings is, we 
can learn something fundamental to human identity from this benediction of 
benedictions. We have been made to look upon and be looked upon by our Creator. In 
a nutshell, the Aaronic benediction teaches us that God made us with faces to shine his face 
on ours. As we shall see: God looks on us. Therefore, we must look differently. 
 
God Looks on Us 
 
The context of God’s gaze. 
 

First let us understand what it means that God looks on us. Aarons’ blessing 
occurs in the context of God dwelling among his redeemed people, both requiring 
holiness of them and providing holiness for them through the sacrificial system. In 
the immediately preceding context in Numbers the wilderness community had 
consecrated itself, a prerequisite both to avoid divine judgment and to experience 
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divine presence and fellowship (5:1-6:21). In other words, the face of God’s favor has a 
context in the covenant relationship of God and his people.3  
 
The content of God’s gaze. 
 

His favorable countenance also has a content. What does it mean that God’s 
face looks upon us? We know that “God is a spirit and doesn’t have a body a body like 
men.”4 In response to Moses’ request to see God’s glory, God responded “you cannot 
see my face, for man shall not see me and live” (Ex 33.20). Instead, God allowed Moses 
a glimpse of his glory, that “unapproachable light” in which God veils himself. Yet the 
Scriptures also speak freely of seeing God’s face as the source of joy (Ps 4:6), his face as 
the source of confidence in God’s faithfulness (Ps 34:5), salvation itself (Ps 80:3, 7, 19), 
vindication from shame (Pss 22:24; 31:16), and the source of victory in conflict (Ps 
44:3, 24). Conversely, in trials God’s face is feared to be hidden (Ps 10:4; 13:1; 69:17; 
88:14) and knowledge of one’s sin pleads for God to turn his face away (51:9). 

Metaphors in Scripture are never “mere.” “God, all nature sings thy glory” is 
because God, in creating the world, fashioned for himself in nature the inventory of 
his self-revelation. God made faces so that God could shine his face on ours. God’s “face” is a 
metaphor for the favor of God’s presence or the woe of its absence. It is from God that 
Adam hid his face. It was God’s face Jacob pled to see that dark night at Peniel (Gen 
22:22-32), a face not seen at Sinai (Deut 4:15), but which now through his servant 
Aaron and his descendants God’s swears to turn in favor toward his people. To receive 
the gaze of God is a covenantal confirmation of God inviolable commitment to his 
people. 

The blessing itself consists of three lines of three, five, and seven words and 
fifteen, twenty and twenty consonants, respectively. The divine name “Yahweh” 
appears in the prose introduction and in each of three blessings as well as in the 
mention of “name” in the prose conclusion. These textual features alert us that this 
blessing is of the highest consequence. 

                                                           
3 For more on the structure and meaning of Numbers, see Michael J. Glodo, “Numbers” in A Biblical 
Theological Introduction to the Old Testament, ed. Miles Van Pelt (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016), 109-131. 
For more on the principles by which God dwelt among his people in the Old Testament, see Vern S. 
Poythress, The Shadow of Christ in the Law of Moses (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing, 
1995). 

4 First Catechism (Atlanta: Great Commission Publications, 2004), Question 9. 
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The consequence of God’s gaze. 
 

Each line’s first verb is enacted in the second within each line. To bless means 
to keep (i.e. “guard”); to shine his face is grace; his lifted countenance brings peace. 
Like waves breaking on the shore of a rising tide, the blessings escort us up the stairs 
of a temple of blessing, arriving at its summit in the word “shalom”- peace. The 
“actions” of God’s face show a similar progression from the static “shine” to the 
dynamic “lift up,” a gesture of recognition and hospitality. This face is not the frozen, 
stupid face of gods of wood or stone, but a living face which gives life to those upon 
whom it looks in favor. To be looked upon by God is life. 

Though possessed of that life under the Old Covenant, Israel would have to 
wait a millennium and a half, fifteen centuries, of God’s forbearance and 
chastisement, before the fullness of that life was manifested. The glory of God would 
become flesh (John 1:14) so that God’s people would have life in abundance (John 
10:10). The Word made flesh, who is from the Father’s “bosom” (John 1:18), would 
manifest in fullness what Moses only saw as God’s glory receded.5 So Jesus spoke truly 
when he said both “not that anyone has seen the Father except he who is from God; he 
has seen the Father” (John 6:46) and “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 
14:9). 

The revelation of God in Christ is not merely of God in the general sense, but 
includes the shining of God’s face upon his people through the face of Jesus Christ. 
“For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give 
the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” (2 Cor 4:6) 
And by the indwelling work of the Spirit “we all, with unveiled face, beholding the 
glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory 
to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (2 Cor 3:18). 
Consequently, those upon whom God has looked in favor through Christ bear the 
name of God (Num 6:27; Rev 3:12). 

The Lord blesses and guards us by turning his face toward us. This is a 
gracious act of God that brings shalom, the fullness of human existence and happiness. 

                                                           
5 The pair of terms “grace and truth” in John 1:14 do not indicate an ontological, but rather a 
redemptive-historical distinction with what came before since that pair of terms evokes the “steadfast 
love and faithfulness” from Ex 34:6. Jesus did not introduce grace in contrast to Moses, but rather 
manifested the fullness of God’s grace, “grace upon grace,” (John 1:16) which was also administered 
under the Old Covenant inaugurated at Mt. Sinai. 
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It is not just that the eye of God is upon us, that God sees us, but that the face of God 
is toward us, that he is favorable toward us. 

In a recent interview, portraitist Catherine Prescott stated that the mouth is 
more important than they eyes for expression because it is part of the soft tissue of the 
face. While the eyes can indicate six or seven emotions on their own, without the 
mouth to reinforce the eyes one doesn’t know which things they eyes are saying. The 
mouth is more variable and expressive than the eyes. While the eyes are called the 
windows the soul, it’s the mouth which shows whether someone is revealing or hiding 
themselves. To know someone, one must see the whole face, not just the eyes.6 

It is the face by which we are known more than any other part of the body. It is 
the part which turns away in order not to be recognized, but which, when seen, 
achieves full recognition. Similarly, God is most fully known in his face. God’s face 
toward us is blessedness, favor, peace (shalom), and vindication. The Aaronic metaphor 
is not just God’s hand, arm, or mouth—not even his eye—but his face. The highest 
state of happiness is to be looked upon by the face of God. Consequently, there are 
three significant implications for us. 
 
Long for His Look 
 

First, we are to long for this look. The Aaronic benediction is not only a 
pronouncement of God’s look upon us, but it beckons us to desire his gaze. To be 
looked upon by God is a pearl of great price to be desired above everything. What is 
the focal length of your gaze? Have you considered the bliss of being seen by God, 
being looked upon, having his face turned toward you? David did.  
 

One thing have I asked of the Lord,  
that will I seek after:  
 that I may dwell in the house of the Lord  
all the days of my life,  
 to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord  
and to inquire in his temple… 
Hear, O Lord, when I cry aloud;  

be gracious to me and answer me!  
You have said, “Seek my face.”  

                                                           
6 Interview with Ken Myers in Mars Hill Audio Friday Feature, August 21, 2020. 
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My heart says to you,  
“Your face, Lord, do I seek.” (Ps 27:4,7-8) 

 
Jesus promised and proclaimed, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall 

see God” (Matt 5.8). This is life’s most blissful end: to see God. Not to see God “in 
order to…” or “so that…”; not to make God a means to an end; but to look upon God, 
to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord. A person’s greatest happiness is to be looked 
upon in grace by his Creator. In Christ we see what Moses amidst the fire and cloud 
and Jacob in the dust and sweat never saw—the smile of God. This gracious gaze of 
God in and through the tabernacle and priesthood has matured into grace upon grace 
in Jesus, the fleshly tabernacle of glory, “the only, who is God,” who came from the 
bosom of the Father, has made him known (John 1:18). When we seek sweet 
communion with God under his gracious gaze, “the things of earth will grow 
strangely dim.” 
 
Look Upon Ourselves 
 

In longing for God’s look we will look upon ourselves differently. We will see 
ourselves in the light of divine favor, gospel assurance. The veil has been removed, not 
to see Moses’ face, but to see the unfading glory of the face of God with all its 
prerequisites of animating and atoning grace and consequences of imputed 
righteousness, adoption, etc. (WSC 32), including the prospect, the promise, and the 
provision of glorification. “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. 
Now I know in part, then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known” (1 Cor 
13:12). “And we all now, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image, from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor 4:6). 

In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s short story “The Minister’s Black Veil,” the 
minister’s face can be seen through his unexplained veil, but everything is darkened. 
The people can’t merely listen contentedly to his well-crafted sermons any more, but 
must look at him through the black veil. Even at his burial it was said “All throughout 
the life the black veil had hung between him and the world; it had separated him from 
cheerful brotherhood and woman’s love, and kept him in the saddest of all prisons, 
his own heart; and still it lay upon his face as if to deepen the gloom of his darksome 
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chamber, and shade him from the sunshine of eternity.”7 As he lay dying, he told his 
mourners that all of them wore black veils. He wore original sin on his face, which 
made the people uncomfortable. Yet they had to look at the veil in order to become 
redeemed sinners upon whom God smile. 

Remember the cat and mouse of glances when one first discovers a boyfriend 
or a girlfriend. We first look to see, to notice, to take in, but when our hearts have been 
moved by that person’s appearance and mannerisms, we then look in order to be seen, 
to be caught looking so that we may learn if we are also pleasing in the same way. 
When we have been enthralled, we want our look to thrall. This has little to do with 
beauty because the beautiful receive many looks and must ignore more looks than 
they reciprocate, yet those who are not beautiful — most of us — manage to fall in love. 
That first mutual exchange of looks culminates one day in the raising of a veil before 
family and friends and many others, but the seer and the seen see only one another. 

To be looked upon by the face of God means to be loved, but it also means to 
be thralled. Therefore, we unmask. When we see not just what God sees but how God 
looks upon us, we can say “I am my beloved’s and he is mine” (Song 6:3). This is a far 
superior look compared to the selfies which populate our social media. A selfie is our 
mediated representation of ourselves, yet all self-representations are mediated. The 
smart phone camera didn’t invent the selfie, it technologized what people have always 
done — make masks. When others photograph us, self-disclosure is required. Another 
must look upon us.  

We live in a selfie world. Consequently, we fall under the curse of Dorian Gray, 
just as Lewis’ Orual, because preoccupation with self-presentation leads to loss of self. 
In self-representation we put on frozen Botox faces, preventing the wrinkles and 
freezing the soft tissue of our souls that complete our smiles. When we live to be 
noticed by others, we negate the look that God has already given us. The gaze of God 
liberates us from being defined by the gaze of others so that we may see ourselves in 
the light of God’s favor. 
 
Look at Others 
 

Besides looking at ourselves, the benevolent gaze of God enables us to look at 
others. The most human thing one can do is to look upon the face of another. The 

                                                           
7 Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The Minister’s Black Veil” in Twice Told Tales (London: Heritage Publishing, 
2014), 16. 
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nations mocked Israel because it did not have an image of God in its sanctuary (Ps 
115:2). It didn’t need one because every Israelite, in fact every human being, was an 
image of Israel’s God. This is why the blessings of God upon Israel and the house of 
Aaron extended to all who would fear the Lord (Ps 115:9-10), even from the smallest 
to the greatest (v 13). To look upon a human person is to look upon the image of 
God. James makes explicit this architecture of the divine image when he laments that 
our tongues “bless our Lord and Father, and…curse people who are made in the 
likeness of God” (Jas 3:9). What we believe concerning God is reflected in our 
treatment of people, any protestations to the contrary notwithstanding. 

Properly understood, we can say that all ethics is grounded in divine ontology, 
another word for “ethics” being “love.” What God is determines what true love is. 
Therefore, the way in which God looks upon us in the Son is both the premise and the 
pattern of how we are to love one another. We do not, in the words of John Gillespie 
McGee’s “High Flight,” “slip the surly bonds of earth and touch the face of God.” 
Rather, we touch the face of God in acts of love toward his image. Jesus said nothing 
less in the parable of the returning king who commended acts of mercy done toward 
him. The king’s subjects asked when they had done these things. The king answered, 
“Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to 
me” (Matt 25:40). 

The gracious gaze of God has powerful implications for loving others. Take, 
for example, lust which takes the holy thing of looking and being looked upon and 
instead of looking at the face, turns a person into an inanimate source of self-
gratification—like bringing the Asherah into the temple. Sex robots are only an 
incremental progression in what lust has already accomplished. Instead, looking into 
the face of a person we might otherwise objectify humanizes the object of lust into the 
imago Dei. 

Just a few short weeks ago I sat in a hospital room with my father-in-law, 
participating in the family’s shared watch awaiting the inevitable. Only a week earlier 
he had been a vigorous, albeit aged, farmer. His last week’s and day’s work prior to the 
stroke that eventually would take his life were emblematic of nearly nine decades of 
working the soil. The man who lay before me with closed eyes, drawn fingers, and 
gaping mouth was such a contrast that I found myself averting my gaze from his face 
— not in discomfort for what I saw, but out of respect for him, knowing that he would 
have hated to be seen in such a state. Then the realization came to me that in averting 
my gaze from his face I was actually doing less than dignifying him. So instead I 
looked at his face the way God’s face has looked upon mine. 
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We must look as God looks. Not “see,” with its self-ward direction of 
attempting to take in and to learn, but “look” with its outward move toward the other 
in acknowledgement and recognition. Seeing is part of knowing, but like the flood 
and ebb of the tide, neither can exist alone. To look upon someone is to (begin to) 
know them, to move toward them. 
 
Conclusion 
 

While mask-wearing during the pandemic has produced its own peculiar 
debates, we’ve always worn masks and veils in attempts to project what is not there 
and to hide what is. But we still have faces underneath and “the God who said, ‘Let 
light shine out of darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge 
of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” 

The heart of the gospel is not simply that we take off our masks, but that God 
has put on a face in Christ and looked upon us to bless us and give us peace. 
Therefore, we long for God’s look making it our greatest desire, we look at ourselves 
as God has looked upon us, and we look at others in the same way. 

In my first ordained call nearly thirty-five years ago, on my first day, my pastor 
gave me a list of church members I needed to visit in their homes. My main 
responsibilities were outreach, evangelism, and assimilation, so I didn’t quite see how 
visiting shut-ins would contribute to my effectiveness. But, with a small amount of 
procrastination, I made my first appointment to visit Mrs. Finley. I was warned ahead 
of time that she was battling a cancer that had required the removal of sinus and 
facial tissue and bone, but that with advance notice she would be prepared by putting 
on her prosthesis to hide the open cavity in her face. She had prepared tea and cookies 
before my arrival and we had a visit that left me greatly impressed with her faith, 
humility, and kindness. I knew then why Pastor had sent me. The conversation was 
not easy because her surgeries had left her sinuses open, making it difficult for her to 
speak clearly, such as in the case of someone with an extreme cleft palate. 

On my second visit, Mrs. Finley came to the door as before. But as I entered her 
home, I was momentarily unnerved by the absence of her prosthesis. During the initial 
part of our conversation, I averted my gaze from her face, partly because of her 
appearance and partly because I wanted to dignify her by not staring at the gaping 
opening. After a few moments I had an epiphany, realizing that she deserved to be 
looked in the eyes the way she had been all the years before her cancer. They were 
bright, Irish eyes, still lively reflecting an unshakable face. Soon her whole face was 
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within my frame because her whole face, not just her eyes, were her. For me it became 
something of a beatific vision, not of the unseen God, but of an image of his upon 
which he had lifted his countenance and given peace. 

God made us with faces to shine his face on ours. God looks on us so that we 
must look differently at ourselves and at others. Let us long for the face of God in 
Christ so that we may look differently at ourselves and, most importantly, others. 
 

One thing have I asked of the Lord, 
that will I seek after: 
that I may dwell in the house of the Lord 
all the days of my life, 
to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord 
and to inquire in his temple. (Ps 27:4) 
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Introduction 
 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Synod of the Associate Reformed 
Presbyterian Church (ARPC) considered proposals to open all offices to women, in 
addition to several other significant changes in the ARPC Form of Government 
(FOG).2 Concerning offices, the 1971 Synod finalized on keeping the restriction to 
qualified males for the offices of minister and elders. But it allowed “persons” to be 
elected to the office of deacon, with the footnote that “circumstances of the local 
congregation shall require each session to determine the meaning of the word 
persons.”3  

At the 1971 Synod, each chapter of the FOG was voted on separately; all 
chapters were approved.4 This Synod-approved FOG still needed to be approved by 
the Presbyteries by a two-thirds majority. The vote again was per FOG chapter. All 
chapters were easily approved by the Presbyteries except the deacon chapter. It passed 
154 to 73; 152 votes were needed for the required two-thirds majority.5 Thus, the 

                                                           
1 This essay was originally appended to and in support of a memorial (i.e., overture) concerning 
changing the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church Form of Government to restrict the ordained 
office of Deacon to men. The memorial  was  presented to and approved by First Presbytery on October 
13, 2020. Both the memorial and this essay are scheduled to be presented to the General Synod in the 
summer of 2021.   
2 For a description of the various proposals and associated arguments during these years, see Lowery 
Ware and James W. Gettys, The Second Century: A History of the Associated Reformed Presbyterians: 1882–1982 
(Charlotte: Washburn, 1981), 322–28, 380–88.   

3 1971 Minutes of Synod, 926, 928; Standards of the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church (1976), FOG 
VII.A.2, pp.183–184.  

4 1971 Minutes of Synod, 732–34.  

5 For presbytery votes per chapter, see 1972 Minutes of Synod, 4; and Ware and Gettys, The Second Century, 
506 n. 50. (Chapter VII is the deacons chapter.)  



Reformed Faith & Practice 5:3 (2020): 20-39 

 

21 
 
 

changes to the FOG became official in 19726 and were eventually published in 1976 
along with the other ARPC documents.7 
 No changes were made to the FOG relative to the deacon wording and 
footnote until June 2014. Finalized in June 2014, Synod/Presbyteries approved a 
change of the language, but the substance was similar.  
 

Unless otherwise determined by the Session, the Diaconate shall be chosen 
from male members of that congregation. The Session of each congregation 
shall determine whether women can serve as deacons in their own particular 
congregation. In either case, the Church shall not neglect the raising up of 
qualified men to serve in this position (FOG 5.4). 

 
 Hence, since 1972, the ARPC has allowed the local session to determine 
whether the local diaconate is composed of only qualified males, or a mixed-gender 
diaconate of qualified persons. The ARPC has never allowed two separate diaconates, 
one male and one female. 
 The purpose of the attached memorial is to humbly ask the ARPC to move in a 
pastorally-sensitive manner toward restricting the ordained diaconate to only 
qualified males. The purpose of this Justification is to make the case for the male 
restriction. The justification is founded on two broad areas: (1) the detailed exegesis of 
several deacon-related biblical passages and (2) an understanding of authority relative 
to Presbyterian ordained offices, and more specifically, the recognition of some level 
of authority in the ordained office of deacon, which then connects to authority 
passages such as 1 Timothy 2:12. For some, broad area # 1 settles the debate for a male 
diaconate; for others, it is the combination of the two broad areas that argues for a 
male diaconate; and of course, for many of our ARPC brethren, they favor deaconesses 
explicitly or favor allowing the local session to decide due to lack of scriptural clarity 
on this issue.8  

                                                           
6 1972 Minutes of Synod, 4.  

7 The ARPC Standards (1976) were published with the familiar rust-colored cover in a flexible format. 
From 1972 until 1976, the proposed FOG in the 1971 Minutes of Synod (pp. 912–956) sufficed as the 
acting FOG (1972 Minutes of Synod, 4).  

 

8 The 2003 “Women in the Life of the Church” position paper from Second Presbytery has a brief 
discussion of “Women in the Diaconate.” It summarized the then existing theological lay-of-the-land in 
the ARPC. “There is some diversity of opinion (rooted in different exegetical conclusions regarding 
particular texts and in somewhat differing theologies of office and ministry) within the church on this 
matter, but we believe that both positions can be advocated in a manner that honors and affirms the 
full authority of Scripture; and the confessional standards of the church. Given the fact and character 
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In addition to the two broad areas above, this Justification will briefly survey 
the early church as to deaconesses for completeness and to determine if this may 
secondarily aid in the understanding of specific Scriptural passages and an overall 
theology of the diaconate.9 This Justification will conclude that the extant early-
church information is a m bag that is not particularly useful for any side in this 
debate.  

Before moving to the two broad areas and then the early church, a Greek-level 
linguistic discussion will be provided that concerns the English nouns and verb 
related to “deacon.” This is to aid the English-only readers and is especially 
necessitated because of the broad semantic range of the Greek diakon- word group 
that is reflected in the variety of word choices in the major English translations.10 In 
addition, part of the traditional Presbyterian view that the office of deacon is a service-
oriented office is connected to this.  

Finally, it is noted that the Westminster Standards (WCF, WLC, WSC) do not 
include the word “deacon” nor any discussion of the diaconate. For that matter, there 
is also no mention of the session.11  
 
Greek-Level Linguistic Discussion of Diakon- Word Group 
 

The diakon- word group in the NT consists of three words, diakonos, diakonia, 
and diakoneō.12 First, some brief definitions before getting to the nuances: Diakonos is a 
noun-agent usually translated as “servant,” and if in a technical context, “deacon.” 

                                                           
of this diversity of opinion, we believe that the current policy is one which promotes the peace and 
purity of the church, and that it should be continued” (2003 Minutes, 194). This position paper was 
adopted in 2005 (ARP Minutes of Synod, 83, 85). 

9 Canonical information is an infallible aid to interpreting other areas of the canon. Non-canonical 
information is a fallible secondary aid (cf. WCF 1.9–10). 

10 “In all controversies of religion, the Church is finally to appeal to [the original languages]” (WCF 1.8). 

11 The reason for this is that the Westminster Assembly also produced The Form of Presbyterial Church-
Government and of Ordination of Ministers. The word “minister,” however, is included in the Westminster 
Standards at WCF 15.1, 27.4, and 28.2. The Westminster Standards do contain a chapter on “Of Synods 
and Councils” (WCF 31). 

12 The diakon- word group only occurs seven times in the LXX; Esth. 1:10; 2:2; 6:3, 5; Prov. 10:4; 1 Macc. 
11:58; 4 Macc. 9:17. All LXX references in this Justification are by chapter and verse of standard English 
translations. The word group is rare in the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. It does occur several times 
in the Testament of Job; see especially the many good deeds (“service,” diakonia, diakoneō) that Job does 
for the poor (T. Job 9–15). 
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Diakonia is an abstract noun usually translated as “service” or “ministry.” Diakoneō is a 
verb usually translated as “to serve” or “to minister.”13 To add some confusion for an 
English-only reader, there are several other Greek words that have overlapping 
semantic ranges with the diakon- words and are often translated the same way.14  
 The diakon- word group is used in many verses that connect leadership to 
service; these two are heartwarmingly intertwined. The preeminent statement 
concerns our Lord. “The Son of Man came not to be served (diakoneō), but to serve 
(diakoneō) and give his life as a ransom for many” (Matt. 20:28//Mark 10:45; cf. Luke 
22:27, Rom. 15:8).15 Christ said to the twelve, “If anyone would be first, he must be last 
of all and servant (diakonos) of all” (Mark 9:35; cf. Matt. 20:26; 23:11; Mark 10:43; Luke 
22:26; Eph. 4:12). Paul often referred to his apostolic calling as diakonia, usually 
translated as “ministry” (e.g., Acts 12:25; Rom. 11:13; 2 Cor. 6:3; 1 Tim. 1:12).  
 In addition to the connection between leadership and service, all Christians are 
encouraged to consider their lives as a life of service to Christ and to others. Christ 
said, “If anyone serves (diakoneō) me, he must follow me; and where I am, there will my 
servant (diakonos) be also” (John 12:26). Peter remarks, “As each has received a gift, use 
it to serve (diakoneō) one another, as good stewards (oikonomos) of God’s varied grace” 
(1 Pet. 4:10; cf. 1 Pet. 4:11; Heb. 6:10). Christ commends the church at Thyatira, “I 
know your works, your love and faith and service (diakonia) and patient endurance” 
(Rev. 2:19).  
 The above shows the wonderful general use of the diakon- word group that 
highlights service in all Christian endeavors. In addition to this general use, there is a 
more specific use connected to serving meals and financially helping others. In the 
Gospels especially, the diakon- word group is used for serving meals (e.g., Matt. 8:15; 
Mark 1:31; Luke 8:3; 10:40; 22:27; John 2:9). To give one example, “They gave a dinner 
for him [Jesus] there. Martha served (diakoneō), and Lazarus was one of those reclining 
with him” (John 12:2). Several times the diakon- word group refers to aiding physical 
needs and providing food, material, and money. Here the English translations are 
appropriately creative. For example, “So the disciples determined, every one according 
to his ability to send relief (diakonia) to the brothers in Judea” (Acts 11:29). “Joanna, the 
wife of Chuza, Herod’s household manager (epitropos), and Susanna, and many others, 

                                                           
13 For standard lexical treatments, see BDAG, 229–31; LSJ, 398; LSJ/Supplement, 88; and Silva ed., 
NIDNTTE, 1:701–5.  

14 E.g., doulos, douleuō, therapōn, therapeuō, hypēretēs, hypēreteō, leitourgos, leitourgia, leitourgeō, oikonomos, 
oikonomia, oikonomeō, epitropos. 

15 Unless otherwise noted, English Bible translations are from the ESV. 
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who provided (diakoneō) for them out of their means” (Luke 8:3). “We take this course 
so that no one should blame us about this generous gift [i.e., money] that is being 
administered (diakoneō) by us . . . the ministry (diakonia) to the saints” (2 Cor. 8:20; 9:1). 
Yes, this use of the diakon- word group has overlap with the office of deacon. Another 
possible specific use is as “emissary” or “envoy” or “courier,” more on this below at 
Romans 16:1–2 discussion.  
 There is one more linguistic oddity. The noun diakonos is the same whether 
referring to a male or a female servant.16 As to gender, context normally makes it clear. 
To ensure a reference to a feminine servant, the writer may add the feminine article hē 
or the feminine participle ousa (e.g., Rom. 16:1). 
 In sum, the diakon- word group is used in the NT with the general meaning of 
“service” or “ministry.” It is wonderfully connected in many verses to leadership, a 
servant-leader, including our Lord. Also, all Christians are to consider their life as 
serving Christ and others. Finally, there is in many verses an emphasis on literally 
serving, especially at meals, and aiding others’ physical needs. In the above discussion, 
I have purposely bracketed out the deacon-related verses more pertinent to this 
Justification. 
 
Exegesis of Specific Deacon-Related Biblical Passages 
 

Which biblical verses are pertinent to this study? For the office and 
qualifications pertaining to the office of deacon, FOG 5.4 references 1 Timothy 3:8–
13. The ARPC Directory of Public Worship (DPW) 7.a in a discussion of “Ordinations 
and Installations” notes that Christ has given “deacons to serve” and references Acts 
6:1–6, Philippians 1:1, and 1 Timothy 3:8–13.17 These three texts are the primary ones 
in any general discussion related to the office of deacon and are listed specifically in 
the ARPC Standards. Why these three? Philippians 1:1 and 1 Timothy 3:8–13 are the 
only two texts that clearly use the noun diakonos in the technical sense as “deacon.” 
Acts 6:1–6, while using the verb diakoneō and the abstract noun diakonia, is considered 
the founding of the office of deacon. Of these three, only Acts 6 provides much 
information as to the function of the diaconate. To round out our understanding of 
the office and its functions, in addition to our specific question about women, other 

                                                           
16 This is true at the time of the writing of the NT. By the AD 325 Council of Nicea, the feminine 
diakonissa is in use (Canon 19). 

17 Similarly, the initial 1799 ARPC Standards reference Acts 6:1–4, Phil. 1:1, and 1 Tim. 3:8 (The 
Constitution and Standards of the Associate Reformed Church in North-America [New York: T & J Swords, 1799], 
I.IV.1–2, p. 478. The Westminster Assembly’s The Form of Church-Government (1645) in the chapter 
“Deacons”  has the same references as the 1799 Standards.    
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texts need to be considered. They include Romans 12:7–8; 16:1–2, 1 Corinthians 12:28, 
1 Timothy 2:12, and 5:3–16.   
 
Philippians 1:1 
 

Paul and Timothy address this letter “to all the saints in Christ Jesus who are 
at Philippi with the overseers (episkopos) and deacons (diakonos).” Because it is paired 
with “overseers,”18 this is a clear indication that here diakonos is used as a technical 
term to refer to an office. Hence, the vast majority of English Bibles appropriately 
translate as “deacons” rather than “servants” or “ministers” to make this point.19 This 
verse relates to our study in simply confirming that there is an office of deacon and 
noting that it is one of the “ordinary and perpetual” offices.20 Note, nothing is said of 
its function. 
 
Romans 12:7–8 
 

In Romans 12:3–8, Paul includes the metaphor of the body having many parts 
that perform different functions. With some rhetorical flair, he lists seven different 
gifts (charisma) that are given by the grace (charis) of God. Obviously, this is not an 
exhaustive list. Many in the Reformed tradition have seen the gifts listed in Romans 
12:7–8 as gifts that are split between the officers, elders/ministers (word gifts) and 
deacons (serving-physical-needs gifts).21 The deacon-oriented gifts would be “serving” 

                                                           
18 For Presbyterians, “overseers” would be ministers and elders, or as some term it, ruling and teaching 
elders. 

19 Exceptions are the Roman Catholic NAB (“ministers”) and the mainline CEB (“servants”). 

20 The Reformed tradition makes a distinction between “ordinary and perpetual” (e.g., deacons) and 
“extraordinary” (e.g., apostles) offices. See Westminster Assembly’s The Form of Church-Government 
(1645) in the chapter “Of the Officers of the Church,” 1799 ARPC Standards I.II.3, p. 474, and FOG 2.9, 
5.1, 6.1.  

21 So John Calvin, The Epistles of Paul The Apostle to the Romans and to the Thessalonians, trans. Ross 
Mackenzie (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1960), 267–70; and John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, 
NICNT, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959, 1965), 2:121–27. Charles Hodge is similar, although he 
allows that some of the same gifts are both for the officers, and secondarily, for all church members (A 
Commentary on Romans, Geneva Commentaries [Carlisle: Banner of Truth, 1972 {1864}], 387–93). C. E. 
B. Cranfield substantially follows Calvin (The Epistle to the Romans, ICC, 2 vols. [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1975, 1979], 2:621–28). Frank Thielman takes an opposite tact. He sees all the gifts listed except for the 
final one as relating to word gifts (Romans, ZECNT 6 [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2018], 575–78). The 
critical scholar Robert Jewett interprets diakonia as “service, especially serving meals”; however, he does 
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(diakonia), “the one who contributes,” and the “one who does acts of mercy.” Whether 
the gifts listed are specifically only for the officers, or simply a general listing of gifts, 
or some combination, it is clear that the triune God gifts individuals in the church to 
perform, among other things, ministries to aid physical needs, and some of these 
individuals would be ordained deacons.22 Thus Romans 12:7–8 adds to our 
understanding of the functions of the diaconate. 
 As is well known, Calvin interprets ‘the one who contributes” as not from one’s 
own property, but the deacons in charge of distributing church funds. Further, he 
understands “the one who does acts of mercy” as “widows and other minsters” who 
took care of the sick.23 Later he referred to this as “two kinds of deacons.”24 That is, 
Calvin recommends two levels of deacons: male deacons who distributed the funds, 
and female deacons who devoted themselves to taking care of the poor. He also 
references the widows of 1 Timothy 5 in conjunction with the female deacons.25 It is 
rare to find someone who follows Calvin’s exegesis here, but his view of female 
deacons was/is influential. 
 
1 Corinthians 12:28 
 

Similar to Romans 12:3–8, Paul in 1 Corinthians 12:27–31 again uses the body 
metaphor with its different parts to discuss various offices and gifts that God gave the 
church. This concludes a longer discussion relating the Holy Spirit, gifts, and the 
personified body (1 Cor. 12:4–26).   

Our concern is with “helping” (antilēmpsis) and “administrating” (kybernēsis) 
from 1 Corinthians 12:28. Interestingly, of the eight offices and gifts listed in 1 
Corinthians 12:28, six are rhetorically repeated in the next verse, except “helping” and 

                                                           
not see it as an office because he does not think there were any offices in Pauline churches until about 
AD 100 (Romans: A Commentary, Hermeneia [Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007], 745, 748).    

22 One interesting angle here is “the one who leads” (proistēmi). This is the same verb used for both the 
elders and deacons in ruling/managing their households (1 Tim. 3:5, 12; cf. 1 Thess. 5:12–13). Since 
“the one who leads” is between two “deacon” type gifts, some take it as referring to deacon 
ruling/management. So e.g., Cranfield, Romans, 2:625–27. 

23 Calvin, Romans and Thessalonians, 270. 

24 John Calvin, The First Epistle of Paul The Apostle to the Corinthians, trans. John W. Fraser (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1960), 272.  

25 Calvin, Institutes 4.3.9 (cf. 4.13.19).  
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“administrating.” This gives the impression that they are more “ordinary.” As most 
agree, “helping” relates to physical needs26 and “administering”27 relates to ruling in 
the church. Some connect these two explicitly to the offices of deacons and elders, 
respectively.28 Many connect “administering” directly to the office of elder, 29 and are 
less sure about “helping” as only referring to those in the office of deacon. Again, 
whether “helping” is specifically related only to those in the office of deacon or not, 
God gifts his church to take care of the physical needs in Christ’s body, and ordained 
deacons have some of these gifts. Thus, as with Romans 12:7–8, we learn something of 
the functions of the diaconate.  
 
Acts 6:1–6 
 

Acts 6:1–6 narrates an internal dispute within the church. The church at this 
point is still composed primarily of ethnic Jews, although with different linguistic 
backgrounds. The primarily Greek-speaking Jews (“Hellenists”) had a complaint 
against the primarily Aramaic-speaking Jews (“Hebrews”) concerning the Hellenistic 
widows’ physical needs.30 They “were being neglected in the daily distribution 
(diakonia).” Apparently, linguistic and probably cultural factors hindered the 
distribution process.  

                                                           
26 The noun antilēmpsis only occurs here in the NT, although six times in the “Protestant” LXX (e.g., Pss. 
22:19; 89:18). For the verb cognate antilambanomai, see Luke 1:54, Acts 20:35, and 1 Tim. 6:2. 

27 “Administering” is a metaphorical use of a piloting/steering a boat. The cognate noun-agent 
kybernētēs is literally a pilot in Acts 27:11 and Rev. 18:17. Etymologically, this word group is related to 
the English “to govern.” 

28 So e.g., Calvin, 1 Corinthians, 271–72. Cambridge Platform 7.3 explicitly connects “helping” to the 
office of deacon (Reformed Confessions of the 16th and 17th Centuries in English Translation, ed. James T. 
Dennison, Jr., 4 vols. [Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage, 2008–2014], 4:390). 

29 For those with a three-office view, “administrating” (kybernēsis) is usually related specifically to 
(ruling) elders as distinct from ministers. So e.g., Charles Hodge, A Commentary on 1 & 2 Corinthians, 
Geneva (Carlisle: Banner of Truth, 1974), 262; and Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 4th ed. (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1941), 586. 

30 Concern for widows is a significant biblical theme, e.g., Deut. 10:2; 14:29; 24:17; 26:12, Ps. 68:5, Jer. 
7:6; 22:3, Mal. 3:5, Luke 7:11–17, 1 Tim. 5:3–16, Jas. 1:27. Rabbinical works do mention a community 
fund for the poor and various rules surrounding this, e.g., m. Peah 5:4, 8:7; t. Megillah 2:15; b. Megillah 
27a; b. Baba Batra 8a–9a.    
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Up to this point in the church, the twelve Apostles are directly involved in 
physical aid and financial matters related to the church (Acts 4:34–35; 5:2). Given the 
complaint, the Apostles direct that “seven men (anēr)” be chosen by the church body 
“to serve (diakoneō) tables” in order that the Apostles can concentrate on the “ministry 
(diakonia) of the word.” The church then chooses seven, and the apostles “prayed and 
laid their hands on them,” that is, the Apostles ordained the seven (cf. Acts 13:3, 1 
Tim. 4:14; 5:22, 2 Tim. 1:6).  

This text is foundational for the diaconate. First some linguistic comments: 
Although the word “deacon”/“servant” (diakonos) is not here, the cognate diakonia is 
used for the physical aid to the widows (Acts 6:1). Here diakonia is translated as 
“distribution” (ESV) or “ministration” (KJV), as opposed to the more generic “service” 
or “ministry.” Further, the cognate verb diakoneō is used in the expression “to serve 
tables” (Acts 6:2). With the use of the diakon- word group in many NT contexts of 
serving meals, the previous administrative duties that the Apostles had for physical 
and financial aspects of the church, and the just mentioned widows’ situation; the 
idiom “to serve tables” here clearly relates to physical and financial aspects with an 
emphasis on helping those in material need. Another interesting linguistic twist is 
that the Apostles’ preaching is termed “ministry (diakonia) of the word” (Acts 6:4). 
With “of the word,” it is clear that diakonia here does not refer to physical needs but 
preaching. Hence, the same word diakonia is used in Acts 6:1–6 for a ministry of 
physical needs and a ministry of preaching.  

It is fairly uniform throughout church history to see Acts 6:1–6 as the 
founding of the office of deacon.31 This conclusion is quite uniform in the Reformed 

                                                           
31 So e.g., Irenaeus (AD 130–200) refers to both Nicolas and Stephen as “one of the seven first ordained 
to the diaconate by the apostles” (Against Heresies 1.26.3, 3.12.10, 4.15.1 [ANF, 1:352, 434, 480]); and 
Eusebius (AD 260–340) connects Philip and Stephen to the diaconate (Ecclesiastical History 2.1.10). John 
Chrysostom (AD 347–407) is a well-known exception. He believes the seven were ordained for a special 
purpose, but not as deacons. This conclusion is connected to his view that deacons directly serve under 
bishops (“Homily 14 of Acts” [NPNF1, 11:90–91].   
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world32 and part of the ARPC.33 Seeing Acts 6:1–6 as the institution of the office of 
deacon is justified. (1) As noted above, although the word diakonos is not used, two 
cognates are (diakonia, diakoneō). (2) The seven’s task matches diaconal concerns. (3) 
The laying-on-of-hands/ordination, the specific instructions as to the choosing, and 
the qualifications (cf. 1 Tim. 3:8–13) all point to an ordained office consistent with 
the diaconate (cf. 1 Tim. 3:1–13). (4) If this is not the institution of the office of 
deacon, where/when is it? Clearly, by the time Paul writes Philippians, the office exists.  

Some have pushed back by (1) noting that two of the seven, Stephen and 
Philip, have word-ministry gifts (Acts 6:8–7:53; 11:19; 8:4–13, 26–40; 21:8; 22:20) and 
(2) monetary gifts for the poor are given to the Jerusalem elders, not deacons, in Acts 
11:30.34 The response is that (1) as the New Covenant church is in its beginning stages, 
it is not unusual for some deacons to have and exercise other gifts simultaneously; 
and (2) it is not unusual to give a monetary gift initially to the elders before it is 
distributed as they are the designated rulers. 

With the conclusion that Acts 6:1–6 refers to the office of deacon, the issue of 
women in the diaconate comes to the fore. The congregation was instructed to choose 
seven men (anēr). The Greek anēr refers to male as opposed to female and is not 
generic man/mankind (often anthrōpos). It is noted that males were chosen despite the 
immediate need being for widows/women. For many, the requirement to choose 

                                                           
32 Calvin says concerning the diaconate, “Their origin, institution, and office are described by Luke in 
Acts” (Institutes 4.3.9). So also e.g., Wilhelmus à Brakel, The Christian’s Reasonable Service, trans. Bartel 
Elshout, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage, 1992–1995), 2:149; Francis Turretin, Institutes of 
Elenctic Theology, trans. George Musgrave Giger (Phillipsburg: P&R, 1992–1997), 3:229; Geerhardus Vos, 
Reformed Dogmatics, trans. Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., 5 vols. (Bellingham: Lexham, 2012–2016), 5:61; 
Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 587; and Cornelis Van Dam, The Deacon: Biblical Foundations for Today’s 
Ministry of Mercy (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage, 2016), 47–59. The Reformed confessional 
tradition also consistently supports this. So Confession of Tarcal and Torda 21, 24 (Reformed Confessions 
of the 16th and 17th Centuries in English Translation, ed. James T. Dennison, Jr., 4 vols. [Grand Rapids: 
Reformation Heritage, 2008–2014], 2:738, 741); Belgic Confession 30; French Confession 29; 
Cambridge Platform 7.3 (Reformed Confession of the 16th and 17th, 4:390); Second London Baptist 
Confession 26.9 (Reformed Confession of the 16th and 17th, 4:563); and Westminster Assembly’s The Form of 
Church-Government  “Deacons” and “Touching the Doctrine of Ordination.” Edmund Clowney sees it 
differently. Acts 6 “marks the first division of office in the church of the New Covenant, and that the 
choosing of the seven provided for eldership as well as the diaconate” (The Church, Contours of 
Christian Theology [Downers Grove, InterVarsity, 1995], 213).   

33 1799 ARPC Standards I.IV.2 and ARPC DPW 7.a. 

34 Many critical scholars believe that church offices did not begin to exist until around AD 100. This is 
usually based on a very low view of the historical accuracy of Acts and seeing 1 Timothy and Titus as 
non-Pauline. No response is given here to these views. 
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males settles the question of women deacons in favor of a male-only ordained 
diaconate.35 
 
1 Timothy 5:3–16 
 

Widows are the topic in 1 Timothy 5:3–16. Three groups are discussed: families 
of widows (5:4, 7–8, 16a), younger (some impious) widows (5:6, 11–13, 14–15), and 
“true” widows (5:5, 9–10, 16b). The main thrust is to ensure widows are materially 
provided for by assigning responsibility for this.  
 If a widow (younger or older) has living biological and in-law family members 
(1 Tim. 5:4, 8), it is their responsibility to take care of her material needs. For a 
younger widow with no living family, it is counseled that she should remarry (1 Tim. 
5:11, 14). Although, Paul does not say so, it is assumed that the corporate church 
would temporarily take care of her assuming she was godly.  
What about older widows with no family who are “left all alone” (1 Tim. 5:4)? Paul 
terms them “true” widows (1 Tim. 5:3, 4, 16).36 In addition to no family, he gives three 
more qualifications in 1 Timothy 5:9: (1) sixty-years and older,37 (2) faithful wife to 
one husband at a time (cf. 1 Tim. 3:2, 12), and (3) godly and known for good works. If 
these three are met, “let the widow be enrolled” (1 Tim. 5:9). That is, the church 
corporate permanently takes on her material care. Note, no jobs are assigned to an 
enrolled widow, although it is implied she would be praying (1 Tim. 5:5).38  

Some scholars assume the enrolled widows here as being assigned jobs and/or 
an organized arm of the church. Often based on seeing 1 Timothy as non-Pauline and 

                                                           
35 Eusebius quotes a letter from Cornelius, bishop of Rome, who gives a list of those in the synod of 
Rome. “One bishop . . . forty-six presbyters, seven deacons, seven sub-deacons, forty-two acolytes, fifty-
two exorcists, readers, and door-keepers, above fifteen hundred widows and persons in distress” 
(Ecclesiastical History 6.43.11, emphasis mine). Possibly, this synod took the number seven from Acts 6:3 
as a moral requirement. 

36 Most likely this a pun. “Widow” (chēra) is a cognate to the verb “to be bereft of” (chēroō) (LSJ, 1990). 
That is, a true widow is one who is not simply bereft of husband, but one who is also bereft of other 
family members and finances; she is “truly” bereft of everything.    

37 Given the minimal medical services and nutritional realities in the first century AD, sixty-years old 
might match today’s seventy or eighty.   

38 The very early Apostolic Fathers have several widow comments. “Widows are to be prudent in the 
faith of the Lord, praying ceaselessly for all . . . knowing that they are an altar of God” (Polycarp, To the 
Philippians 4:3). “Let not widows be neglected; you be their provider” (Ignatius, To Polycarp 4:1). And the 
perplexing statement, “I greet . . . the virgins/young-women who are called widows” (Ignatius, To the 
Smyrnaeans 13:1).  
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late, these views are admittedly related to third-fourth-century AD church-order 
assumptions read backwards into the first century AD39 and/or “patriarchal” 
accusations that the writer of 1 Timothy wanted to assert male dominance over 
women freed-up by the Christian message. On the other hand, some conservatives do 
see the enrolled widows as an unordained group “employed” by the church.40 
However, the required minimal age and no explicit listing of any jobs in 1 Timothy 
5:3–16 argue against these widows being employees or an unordained organized 
group.41 

Concerning our topic, 1 Timothy 5:3–16 is another example of God’s concern 
for the materially disadvantaged within the church. Families of widows in the church 
were the first line of defense (cf. Isa. 58:7). Apparently, for younger godly widows who 
needed help, the corporate church temporarily helped. However, for “true” and godly 
widows, the corporate church was to take permanent responsibility. One assumes that 
the responsibility for these enrolled widows would rest with the deacons;42 and 
depending on the nature of required personal care (e.g., washing the body), the 
responsibility may partially be assigned to the wives/women mentioned in 1 Timothy 
3:11. There is no biblical evidence that the enrolled widows were some kind of official 
or unordained board with responsibilities. 

                                                           
39 Didascalia of the Apostles 15 commands that widows “should be subject to the bishops and the deacons . 
. . they should not visit anyone in order to eat or drink or to fast with anyone, or to receive anything 
from anyone, or to lay the hand on and pray over anyone without the bishop or the deacon instructing 
her to do so” (translation from Lawrence J. Johnson, Worship in the Early Church: An Anthology of Historical 
Sources, 4 vols.  [Collegeville: Liturgical, 2009], 1:234). On the other hand, Apostolic Traditions 10 has a 
reduced role for the widow.  “When widows are appointed, she is not ordained . . . because she has no 
liturgical function . . . the widow, however, is appointed for prayer, which is the common task of all” 
(translation Johnson, Worship in the Early Church, 203). The Apostolic Constitutions commands that the 
bishop be “a lover of the widow”; that the church support godly widows (2.2.3, [ANF 7:397]); and that 
godly widows “are not ordained [but] chosen into the order of widows” (8.25 [ANF 7:493]). There is no 
discussion of whether she has jobs or not.   

40 So e.g., William Hendriksen, Exposition of the Pastoral Epistles, NTC (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1957), 167, 
173.  Cornelis Van Dam, “The evidence can best be interpreted as pointing to a special unordained 
diaconal widow group in the church” (The Deacon: Biblical Foundation for Today’s Ministry of Mercy [Grand 
Rapids: Reformation Heritage, 2016], 86). 

41 The list of five good works in 1 Tim. 5:10 describes typical good works that the “true” widow has 
done in her life, not her job description. Note all five are in the past tense (aorist). 

42 From AD 150 is a report of deacons stealing from widows. “Those deacons (diakonos) have spots who 
minister (diakoneō) badly, and steal from living widows and orphans, and make gain for themselves 
from the ministry (diakonia)” (Shepherd of Hermas, Similitude 26:2). 
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 1 Timothy 3:8–13  
 

Similar to Philippians 1:1, 1 Timothy 3:1–13 explicitly includes both the offices 
of overseer (elder) and deacon, but unlike Philippians, there is an extended discussion 
of both.43 First Timothy 3:8–13 concerns the office of deacon and concentrates 
primarily on the qualifications as opposed to the duties. Although, the duties are 
strongly implied in the office’s name diakonos.44 They are weakly implied by either the 
specific qualifications or lack of them compared to the bishops/elders (e.g., no 
comment about being able to teach, 1 Tim. 3:9). 
  As to the flow of 1 Timothy 3:8–13, male “deacons” and their qualifications are 
discussed in 3:8–10; then 3:11 apparently breaks the flow to discuss the qualifications 
of the “wives” or “women”; 3:12 picks up again on the qualifications of male 
“deacons”; and the section is completed by 3:13 with an encouragement for those in 
the office.45 For this study, 1 Timothy 3:11 is the focus. 

In 1 Timothy 3:11, the plural of the Greek word gynē is used. With no context, 
gynē can equally mean “wife” or “woman.” There are four basic options here. Opting 
here for “wives” is straightforward—(1) the unordained wife of an ordained male 
deacon. Opting for “women” then has three sub-options: (2) ordained deaconesses 
that are part of one mixed-gender diaconate board, which is functionally the current 
ARPC view for some sessions; (3) ordained deaconesses that are a separate female 
diaconate board that dealt exclusively with women, which was apparently somewhat 
common in the third-to-fourth centuries AD;46 and (4) unordained women who assist 
the ordained male diaconate and may include the above wives. 

“Wives” (# 1 option above) is the best interpretation for 1 Timothy 3:11. 
Favoring this are the following considerations: (1) The word diakonos is not used. (2) 
In the most immediate context of 1 Timothy 3:2 and 3:12, gynē clearly means “wife.” 
(3) If “women,” then the marital status is not given even though it is given for the 
overseer (1 Tim. 3:2), the male deacon (1 Tim. 3:12), and the enrolled widow (1 Tim. 

                                                           
43 Titus 1:5–9 has extended discussion of bishop/elder but nothing concerning deacons. Most likely this 
is because the church in Crete was newly organized. 

44 Diakonos in 1 Tim. 3:8 and 3:11 is properly translated as “deacon” and clearly means those in the 
official office. Diakoneō in 1 Tim. 3:10 and 3:13 is properly translated as “serve as deacon” (ESV) or “use 
the office of a deacon” (KJV). 

45 This ending encouragement matches the beginning encouragement for overseer/elder (1 Tim. 3:1). 

46 See Excursus below. 
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5:5, 9).47 (4) Since part of deacon responsibilities may include caring for sick women, 
wives of deacons have an important role, which is not true to the same extent for a 
wife of an overseer. This explains why there are not explicit qualifications for the wife 
of an overseer as opposed to the wife of deacon.48 (5) If ordained deaconesses, then the 
flow is male deacons (1 Tim. 3:8–10) followed by deaconesses (3:11), but then very 
awkwardly back to male deacons in 3:12. “Wives” significantly reduces this 
awkwardness if 3:11 is seen as an aspect of male deacon qualifications. (6) The 
“likewise” (hōsautōs) adverb in 1 Timothy 3:11 best indicates similar Christian 
character as opposed to a similar office (cf. 1 Tim. 2:9; 3:8; 5:25).  (7) The qualification 
for male deacons to “manag[e] their children and households well” (1 Tim 3:12; cf. 1 
Tim 3:4–5 and Titus 1:6) on the surface is incompatible with a married deaconess. (8) 
“Wife” is clearly consistent with “not to exercise authority over a man” (1 Tim. 2:12). 
Based on certain views of 1 Timothy 2:12 and the authority invested in an ordained 
office, ordained deaconesses would not be consistent (see discussion below). 
 
Romans 16:1–2  
 
After a discussion of his travel plans (Rom. 15:22–33) and immediately before the long 
“greetings” section (Rom. 16:3–16), Paul includes a commendation of Phoebe so that 
as she arrives in Rome, the Roman church will “welcome her” and “help her in 
whatever she may need from [them]” (Rom 16:1–2). Most likely, Phoebe is the one 
who actually delivers Paul’s letter to the Roman church. In addition to delivering the 
letter, the actual reason and/or business that Phoebe has in Rome, if any other, is not 
stated.  
 Phoebe is clearly a Christian. Paul refers to her as his “sister” and as a “saint.” 
He notes that she is a prostatis of many including himself. Prostatis may be translated as 
“patron” (ESV) or “helper” (KJV) and most likely refers at least to financial help. 

For our study, the key comment is that Phoebe is also called a “diakonos of the 
church at Cenchreae.”49 Does diakonos here mean (1) “servant” in a broad sense; or 
more specifically either (2) ordained “deaconess”; or (3) “emissary”/“courier”?50 For 

                                                           
47 Some argue that the marital status is not given because these women must be unmarried and/or 
virgins (e.g., Jerome D. Quinn and William C. Wacker, The First and Second Letters to Timothy: A New 
Translation with Notes and Commentary, ECC [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000], 285–87).  

48 Calvin does see gynē as referring to both overseer and deacon “wives” based apparently on “also” (kai) 
in 1 Tim. 3:10. 

49 Cenchreae is a port city a few miles from Corinth. Paul wrote Romans while in Corinth. 

50 A few critical commentators even see her as the pastor/leader of the Cenchreaen church, e.g., Jewett, 
Romans, 944–45.  
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those who favor ordained deaconesses, this is a very important text as it would 
confirm that women may be ordained deaconesses. Although, there still would be the 
question of whether this is a mixed-gender diaconate board or part of a separate 
female-only ordained diaconate that has different and more restricted duties. If # 1 or 
# 3 are correct, then this text would confirm that there is no example of an ordained 
deaconess in the NT.  

First, an explanation of the “emissary”/“courier” view. This view begins with 
the diakon- word group. It emphasizes that the starting generic meaning is simply that 
one is an authorized messenger from a “boss” giving a message to or performing an 
action for another party in behalf of the boss. Although it has been well known that 
secular Greek literature includes this nuance,51 some scholars are now pressing that it 
is more significant in the NT than has previously been realized (e.g., 2 Cor. 3:1–3).52 
This view notes the contextual clues of Phoebe’s delivering a letter. Given the new 
linguistic emphasis, it concludes that diakonos here means that Phoebe is authorized 
by Paul and the Cenchreaen/Corinthian churches as an emissary to deliver the letter, 
and that diakonos is unrelated to being an ordained deaconess.53 Although this view is 
plausible, it puts too much weight on an overly subtle linguistic analysis. 

Arguments in favor of Phoebe’s being a “servant” in a broad sense as opposed 
to an ordained “deaconess” are as follows: (1) Diakonos is used twenty-nine times in the 
NT. Virtually all agree that twenty-five of these are servant either in a broad sense or a 
food-serving sense. Three are clearly the office of deacon (Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim 3:8, 12). One 
would have to argue that diakonos in Romans 16:1 is the only one of the twenty-nine 
occurrences where it is not clear and still means the office. (2) In Romans itself, 
diakonos is used in to refer to a government official as “God’s servant” (13:4, twice) and 
to Christ as a “servant” (15:8). (3) In Romans 12:8, deacon type functions and offices 
are discussed but the term diakonos is not used. (4) Phoebe’s being a wealthy women 
and helping various church members in her home area (Cenchreae/Corinth) including 

                                                           
51 LSJ has “messenger” as one of its options for diakonos (p. 398). 

52 The older view of the generic meaning was to serve/help by taking care of someone’s physical needs. 
As opposed to the early BAGD (pp. 229–31), the later BDAG sees the generic meaning of diakoneō as “to 
render service in a variety of ways either at someone’s behest or voluntarily and frequently with the 
suggestion of movement” (p. 229). This relatively new lexical emphasis on “go-between,” “emissary,” 
and one “commissioned” has been spurred on (overly so) by John N. Collins (Diakonia: Re-Interpreting the 
Ancient Sources [New York: OUP, 1990], 77, 217, 227). Although, all agree that context is the best way to 
interpret specific instances. 

53 So Collins, Diakonia, 224–26 and Clarence DeWitt “Jimmy” Agan III, “Deacons, Deaconesses, and 
Denominational Discussions: Romans 16:1 as a Test Case,” Presbyterion 34 (2008): 93–108, esp. 106–8.   
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Paul along with traveling would easily fit within a broad view of servant. Although 
being wealthy and helping others’ physical needs is also compatible with the deacon 
office. (5) The comment that Phoebe is a “patron of many” is possibly not congruent 
with being an ordained deaconess at the Cenchreaen church. She seems to be doing 
this as an individual, in fact, she may be the significant monetary supporter “of many,” 
some of whom may not be from the Cenchreaen church. (6) It is plausible, although 
not likely, that Paul is only referring to her being an emissary from the church for the 
purpose of carrying the letter. It is more likely that a broad use of diakonos fits as this 
would have been one of the many services Phoebe provided for Christians at her home 
church and elsewhere. 
  
Summary of Exegesis Section 
 

As to the positive conclusions, Acts 6:1–6, Philippians 1:1, and 1 Timothy 3:8–
13 are the three primary verses that together indicate that the office (with ordination) 
of deacon exists; it is to concentrate on material needs, especially for the poor; and the 
office is only open to qualified males. Romans 12:7–8 and 1 Corinthians 12:28 confirm 
God’s intention for the church to have concern for material needs and may in fact also 
refer to the office of deacon. First Timothy 5:3–16 discusses widows and is another 
confirmation of the proper concern for material needs.  

As to the negative conclusions, the enrolled widows of 1 Timothy 5:9–10 are 
not a functioning group with responsibilities. In Romans 16:1–2 and 1 Timothy 3:11, 
neither Phoebe (diakonos) nor “wives” (gynē) are ordained deaconesses.  
 
Authority of the Diaconate and 1 Timothy 2:12 
 

For most Presbyterians who favor a male-only diaconate, the above exegetical 
arguments are sufficient. Some add an additional component related to the authority 
inherent in any office, including the office of deacon, which would limit the office to 
only qualified males based on 1 Timothy 2:12 and elsewhere. While others, still 
favoring a male-only diaconate, do not agree to this argument as applied to deacons, 
but they would agree to it as applied to elders. 
 The following is a brief outline of the authority-of-the-diaconate argument 
from a Presbyterian polity perspective. Christ exercises his power over the church in a 
variety of ways, and one being through the offices. Speaking of the spiritual power of 
the church given by Christ, Turretin states, “Every office or function or ministry 
bespeaks power, and to whomsoever any office is committed, to him is given the right and 
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power to act according to that office.”54 As to the authority and power invested in the two 
perpetual offices of the church, it is admitted that there is a distinction between the 
session and the diaconate. In fact, in the ARPC, the diaconate is “under the 
supervision and authority of the [s]ession” (FOG 5.17) and it is an “office of sympathy 
and service after the example of Christ” (FOG 5.1).55  Even so, although less than the 
session and subservient to it, the diaconate has some level of authority and power 
within its prescribed functions.56 Just because it is an office of “service,” this does not 
necessarily mean there is no level of authority. As noted above in the diakon- word-
group linguistic discussion, leadership and service are intertwined in Christ’s church.  

Given some level of authority for the diaconate, the question of the application 
of Paul’s injunction concerning a woman not “to teach or to exercise authority over a 
man” (1 Tim. 2:12) comes to the fore, especially since it is just a few verses before the 
extended discussion of overseers and deacons (1 Tim. 3:1–13). In 1 Timothy 2:12, it is 
clear to most in the ARPC that Paul’s injunction extends to authorized teaching and 
authorized ruling by the session. But does it also extend to other official authority 
structures in the church such as the diaconate? In support of this might be 1 Timothy 

                                                           
54 Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, 3:276, emphasis mine. For a discussion of spiritual power, see 
Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, trans. John Vriend, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003–2008), 
4:417–29. Bavinck calls the diaconate the “power of mercy” (4:427). 

55 In the ARPC, the session is primarily “charged with spiritual oversight and governance” (FOG 6.5). 
The diaconate is primarily “responsible for the congregation’s ministry to those in material need or 
distress . . ., encouraging the practice of total stewardship, . . . and care of the general property” (FOG 
5.5, 6, 8). Part of the deacon vow from the 1799 ARP Standards includes, “Do you promise to attend to 
the necessities of the poor, with Christian meekness and tenderness, and to manage all such 
temporalities of the church as may be committed to your care with diligence and fidelity, according to 
the directions which, from time to time, may be given to you by the Session” (p. 484). In his 
magnificent defense of Presbyterian polity, James Bannerman has little to say about the office of 
deacon. Apparently this is so because he discusses more significant differences concerning the office of 
elder amidst Presbyterians, Prelates, and Congregationalists. He confirms that the office of deacon is 
“divinely instituted” and mentions with no explanation that it is an “inferior office” (The Church of 
Christ: A Treatise on the Nature, Powers, Ordinances, Discipline, and Government of the Christian Church [Carlisle: 
Banner of Truth, 2015 {1869}], 781, 819–21). 

56 Currently in the ARPC, the vows the congregation makes as part of the ordination of the elders and 
deacons are exactly the same and include “obedience.” The Theological and Social Concerns Committee 
in 2020 is proposing to delete “obedience” from the deacon vow because “it removes the potential 
misunderstanding that deacons have the same type of authority as the elders do in the local church” 
(Index 24). The 1799 ARP Standards do not have congregational vows related to the ordination of elders 
and deacons. The Westminster Form of Presbyterial Church-Government does not include elder or deacon 
vows nor the congregational response. 
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3:12. Here, the qualifications for male deacons include “husband of one wife, 
managing their children and their households well.” Is one of the implications of this 
verse that the deacon has to exhibit authority properly in his managing relative to his 
diaconate duties, or does it simply imply being a good manager with no authority 
implications? The former is more likely. If so, this would well correlate with extending 
the “authority” of 1 Timothy 2:12 to the diaconate. Hence, women would not be 
eligible for the office of deacon because it includes some level of authority that would 
occasionally be exercised over men.57 
 
Excursus: Deaconesses in the Early Church 
 

By the late first and in the second century AD, irrespective of the gender 
question, the office of deacon was firmly entrenched in the “Apostolic” church as 
evidenced by numerous extant sources from that time (e.g., 1 Clement 42:4; Ignatius, 
To the Philadelphians 1:1; Shepherd of Hermas, Vision 5:1; Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 
1.26.3). These sources also indicate that the deacon was subject to the bishop and 
elders (e.g., Ignatius, To the Magnesians 2:1; Polycarp, To the Philippians 5:3). There is 
little as to the office’s function excepting a few comments noting the deacons help 
with communion (Ignatius, To the Trallians 2:3; Justin Martyr, First Apology 67 [ANF, 
1:86]) and aid in distributing funds (Didache 15:1; Shepherd of Hermas, Similitude 
9.26.2). 

As to gender, up through the second century AD there is only one comment in 
the Christian sources. It clearly says bishops and deacons are to be “men” (anēr) 
(Didache 15:1). There is, however, a Latin-language non-Christian source. Pliny (the 
Younger), Roman governor of Bithynia (part of modern Turkey), exchanges letters 
with the Emperor Trajan in AD 112. One letter is famous as it discusses Christians’ 
being executed for not reverencing the Emperor’s statue (Letters of Pliny Book 10, 
Letter 96). Pliny notes that he tortured for information two “maids/slave-women 
(ancilla), whom they [other Christians] call female-servants/deaconesses (ministra).” 
Given Pliny’s broad misunderstanding of Christianity and that this text is in Latin, 
one should not put much weight on his ministra comment to confirm that there were 
ordained deaconesses in this part of Turkey at such an early date as opposed to simply 
acknowledging that these two women had a designated role in the church. 

Although the transition is murky, the office of deacon becomes somewhat 
clearer in the third and fourth centuries AD.58 The primary evidence includes three 

                                                           
57 E.g., the deacons decide that a group of men from the church cannot turn a section of the church 
property into a football field, or an individual deacon works with parents who refuse to support their 
children (cf. 2 Thess. 3:10, 1 Tim. 5:8). 

58 The standard academic work on the history of deaconesses is Aimé Georges Martimort, Deaconesses: 
An Historical Study, trans. K. D. Whitehead (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1986). With slightly different 
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books of church order that contain unacknowledged quotes of each other. Our best 
guess as to dates are Didascalia of the Apostles (third century AD), Apostolic Traditions59 
(third to fourth century AD), and the Apostolic Constitutions (late four century AD). The 
Apostolic Traditions does not refer to deaconesses;60 however, the Didascalia of the Apostles 
and Apostolic Constitutions do. These two sources show clearly two separate ordained 
deacon-type offices, male deacons and female deacons.61 The male deacon is directly 
under the bishop, and his office appears to be a stepping stone to being a bishop. The 
deaconess is also under the bishop, but she is restricted to helping women and does 
not have the broad duties of a male deacon (Apostolic Constitutions 8.28 [ANF 7:494]).  

Several times a rationale is given for why deaconesses are needed. Broadly, it 
refers to the appropriateness of male and females in certain situations. It was normal 
for deacons or deaconesses to help with baptisms. When women were baptized, only 
deaconesses would help. “It is not fitting that a women be seen by men” (Didascalia 
16), and “deaconesses minister to the presbyters in the baptizing of women, on account 
of decency” (Apostolic Constitutions 8.28 [ANF, 7:494], emphasis mine).62 Also, in visiting 
homes, deaconesses need to visit women believers “on account of unbelievers” 
(Apostolic Constitutions 3.15 [ANF, 7:431]), and more specifically, a deaconess is needed 
to help and bathe a sick woman believer (Didascalia 16).  

Ordained deaconesses began disappearing in approximately the sixth century 
AD in the western Church and twelfth century AD in the eastern. Historians usually 
cite two reasons: governments and/or monastic centers taking over the care of the 
poor and sick, and reduction in adult baptisms.  

One pertinent point for this study from this Excursus is that there were two 
gender-separate ordained deacon bodies in at least part of the church during the third 
and fourth centuries AD and no example of a mixed-gender diaconate. The ordained 

                                                           
conclusions, also see John Wijngaards, Women Deacons in the Early Church: Historical Texts and 
Contemporary Debates (New York: Herder & Herder / Crossroad, 2002). 

59 At one time, it was thought that Hippolytus wrote this. 

60 One would expect a discussion of deaconesses between Apostolic Traditions 8 (“Deacons”) and 9 
(“Confessors”). In the AD 325 Council of Nicea, Canon 19, deaconesses are mentioned but they are not 
to be ordained [ANF, 14:40]). In the AD 451 Council of Chalcedon, Canon 13, deaconesses may be 
ordained but not until age forty [ANF, 14:279]. 

61 See Didascalia of the Apostles 16 and Apostolic Constitutions 2.26, 3.15, 3.19, 8.19–20. As to dignity of the 
offices, the bishop is like God the Father; the deacon, Christ; and the deaconesses, the Holy Spirit 
(Didascalia of the Apostles, 9;  Apostolic Constitutions 2.26 [ANF, 7:410]). 

62 Although there is no mention of deaconesses, Apostolic Traditions 21 requires the removal of clothing 
for the one being baptized.   



Reformed Faith & Practice 5:3 (2020): 20-39 

 

39 
 
 

deaconesses had restricted responsibilities compared to the male counterparts. This 
point of church history does not support either those in the ARPC who favor the 
current mixed-gender diaconate nor those who favor a male-only diaconate. 

As to the necessity of women needed in some personal situations, this Excursus 
supports the general point. This correlates equally as well with the interpretations of 
“wife,” or ordained “deaconesses,” or unordained “women” for 1 Timothy 3:11.  
 
Conclusion 
 

The current ARPC FOG allows the local session to opt for an ordained mixed-
gender diaconate; otherwise the ordained diaconate is male. The primary biblical texts 
related to the office of deacon are Acts 6:1–6, Philippians 1:1, and 1 Timothy 3:8–13. 
Other relevant texts are Romans 12:8–9; 12:1–2, 1 Corinthians 12:28, and 1 Timothy 
2:12; 5:3–16. After evaluating these, this Justification concludes that these texts 
confirm that only qualified males are eligible for the diaconate. For completeness and 
a possible secondary aid for biblical interpretation, a brief Excursus related to 
deaconesses in the early church is included. It concludes that the extant historical 
documents on the whole support neither a mixed-gender diaconate nor a male-only 
diaconate. Given the above scriptural conclusions and since the “supreme Judge by 
which all controversies of religion are to be determined . . . is the Holy Spirit speaking 
in the Scripture” (WSC 1.10), the attached memorial humbly recommends that the 
ARPC move in a pastorally sensitive manner toward restricting the ordained office of 
deacons to only males.    
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“Christian Platonism” and Christological Interpretation: 
A Response to Craig A. Carter, Interpreting Scripture with the Great Tradition 

 
Daniel J. Treier 

Wheaton College 
 
Craig Carter’s Interpreting Scripture with the Great Tradition has deservedly 

garnered significant attention due to its learned and passionate call for Recovering the 
Genius of Premodern Exegesis (in the words of the subtitle).1 With appreciation for 
Carter’s directness, in response I will “think out loud” here, exploring a conceptual 
disagreement rather than our common ground and the book’s considerable virtues. 

Two years earlier, I responded to Ephraim Radner’s book on a similar subject, 
which led to a case study involving James Scott’s edited volume on Scripture and exile. 
Prompted by N. T. Wright’s work, that volume contained blunt exchanges between 
biblical scholars such as Wright and theologians such as Radner and Hans Boersma. 
Uncomfortably, I found myself sympathizing with both sides.2 

In the present situation, similarly, I sympathize with both Carter’s retrieval 
effort and Iain Provan’s manifesto for “seriously literal” interpretation.3 Since both 
also generate concerns, though, I have been forced to contemplate whether my 
hermeneutical thinking is incoherent or indecisive. Is it possible to maintain both the 
Protestant primacy of the literal sense and the hermeneutical pertinence of a 
classically Christian theological ontology? Answering that question requires assessing 
Carter’s advocacy of “Christian Platonism” (hereafter the scare quotes are usually 
assumed). 

                                                           
1 (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018). The original occasion for this response was a panel at the 2019 
national meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society. Thanks to Steven Duby for the invitation to 
participate; to fellow panelists Michael Allen, G. K. Beale, and Iain Provan for their insights; and 
especially to Craig Carter for stimulating, gracious engagement with this response. 

2 Ephraim Radner, Time and the Word: Figural Reading of the Christian Scriptures (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2016); James M. Scott, ed., Exile: A Conversation with N. T. Wright (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 
2017). My response was published as “Keeping Time: Human Finitude and Figural Interpretation,” Pro 
Ecclesia 27, no. 3 (Summer 2018): 289–99. For an earlier, related response to Boersma, see Daniel J. 
Treier, “Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of a Sacramental Tapestry—A Review Essay,” Christian Scholar’s 
Review 41, no. 1 (Fall 2011): 67–71. 

3 Iain Provan, The Reformation and the Right Reading of Scripture (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2017). 
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This assessment will take four steps. First, representative aspects of my 
intellectual journey suggest that evangelical ontology is philosophically 
underdeveloped, prone to particular overreactions. Second, biblical teaching is 
underdetermined regarding a particular theoretical system of ontology, so that 
Christian Platonism is not necessary for faithful interpretation of Scripture. Third, 
however, Christian Platonism has been providentially inherited by churchly 
interpreters of Scripture, so that it cannot be flatly rejected as unbiblical; indeed, 
within the sphere of Trinitarian and Christological dogma, this heritage should have 
some privileged influence. Fourth and finally, an alternative biblical theme has been 
neglected in recent debates over Christian Platonism: a “doxological” rather than 
“sacramental” ontology. 

 
I. Evangelical Ontology: Philosophically Underdeveloped 

 
Like many biblical and theological scholars, I received meager philosophical 

training—essentially none, until an introductory course in seminary. This training 
assumed classical definitions of philosophical disciplines, making no clear distinction 
between metaphysics and ontology but simply assuming that an ontological claim 
inevitably involved metaphysical thought. For those of us who were trained in this 
way, to encounter Heideggerian or “postmodern” critiques of “metaphysics” as 
“ontotheology” was initially bewildering. It was tempting either to hunker down and 
insist that doctrines of God are inevitably metaphysical, or to cave in and insist that 
doctrines of God should henceforth become biblical by replacing metaphysics with 
narrative. Theologically speaking, this dilemma juxtaposed Thomas Aquinas with 
Jürgen Moltmann. Or perhaps Karl Barth would provide a dialectical middle ground? 
But not for long. 

By the late 1990s, Colin Gunton and Bruce McCormack were presenting 
critiques of the classical tradition that, in different ways, seemed more theologically 
learned and biblically viable than Moltmann’s thought.4 In conversation just after the 
turn of the century, my former colleague Henri Blocher championed John Calvin’s 
supplanting of a nature-and-grace metaphysical scheme with a creation-fall-

                                                           
4 See Gunton’s critiques of Augustine, e.g. in The Triune Creator: A Historical and Systematic Study (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), and the firestorm surrounding McCormack’s essay “Grace and Being: The 
Role of God’s Gracious Election in Karl Barth’s Theological Ontology,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Karl Barth, ed. John Webster (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 92–110. 
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redemption historical framework from biblical theology. To my knowledge, Blocher 
has never published this claim in detail, and of course precursors like Herman Bavinck 
and Cornelius Van Til prompted it. In any case, during early years of teaching I 
encountered seriously Protestant reasons for demurring from a full-scale, classically 
Christian ontology. But, again, not for long. 

A renaissance—if that is the right word—surfaced in patristics scholarship, 
demonstrating that the church fathers were not hidebound in Hellenistic categories 
but often used such concepts carefully in order to counter the heretics who were truly 
captive to Hellenism. A related renaissance surfaced in Thomistic scholarship, 
demonstrating that Thomas was first and foremost a biblical thinker who was far 
more Augustinian than Aristotelian. Eventual reforms also surfaced regarding 
Gunton’s attacks on Augustine.5 If contrasts between Eastern and Western 
Trinitarianism were overdrawn, and Gunton’s social Trinitarianism was overeager, 
then his narrative of Augustine’s malign classical influence upon Western theology 
was overdramatized. Then McCormack’s emerging version of Barth required my 
generation to swallow hard if we chose to head in that direction. McCormack’s Barth 
was going to take us pretty close to Robert Jenson and Moltmann, because they were 
all drinking deeply from wells of Germany’s anti-Hellenization thesis. 

Thus, Boersma’s embrace of sacramental ontology is understandable in 
reaction to, among other things, evangelical faddishness and the decline of the 
Hellenization thesis. Accordingly, Boersma’s and Carter’s alliance with Matthew 
Levering’s participatory metaphysics is understandable—as a hermeneutical retrieval 
of Scripture’s ontological divinity alongside its historical humanity. With others like 
Radner and Stephen Fowl, these thinkers suspect that modern biblical scholarship—
even among evangelicals—undermines robustly Trinitarian and Christological reading 
of Scripture.6 They recognize that methods of “modern” biblical scholarship were 

                                                           
5 E.g., regarding patristics, Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian 
Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); regarding Thomas, Matthew Levering, Scripture and 
Metaphysics: Aquinas and the Renewal of Trinitarian Theology, Challenges in Contemporary Theology 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004); regarding Gunton’s Augustine, Bradley G. Green, Colin Gunton and the 
Failure of Augustine: The Theology of Colin Gunton in Light of Augustine, Distinguished Dissertations in 
Christian Theology (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2011). 

 

6 For the most recent, accessible version of Fowl’s claims in this regard, see his Theological Interpretation of 
Scripture, Cascade Companions (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2009). 
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fundamentally entangled with certain “historical” habits of mind—formally, rejection 
of “metaphysics;” materially, rejection of what eventually became known as 
“ontotheology;” consequently, rejection of Scripture’s unified witness to the classical 
Christian account of the Triune God. By contrast, such modern habits of mind 
champion “dynamic” theologies and “diverse” biblical hermeneutics—the latter even 
among evangelicals who champion single meaning, because now the locus of the 
single meaning is the (pluralizing) mind of the human author in original context. 
Hence Christian Platonism appeals to contemporary evangelical theologians who have 
recognized our philosophical vulnerability to modern plausibility structures. If the 
rise of “critical” methods was entangled with the rejection of basic biblical 
commitments (which Carter rightly decries), then it is understandable to suppose that 
the (“metaphysical”) form of classic Christian “ontology” is indispensable to its 
subject matter. 

 
II. Biblical Ontology: Systemically Underdetermined 

 
Yet this understandable supposition regarding metaphysics must be handled 

with care. Underdeveloped engagement with philosophical ontology can leave 
evangelicals unaware of subtleties afoot in the definitions of metaphysics, ontology, 
Platonism, and the like. Perhaps the Bible is underdetermined concerning these 
subtleties—setting certain parameters within which theologians should address 
ontological systems, but not requiring a particular theoretical account or tradition. 
Here are three reasons for thinking so. 
 First, in a specific sense, the figures in the preceding narrative make little 
reference to exegesis of biblical texts when they make claims about ontological 
systems. To be sure, underlying issues are affected by biblical exegesis—for instance, 
the divine name and divine impassibility. Even so, these issues remain deeply 
integrated with hermeneutical commitments and historical constructs such as the 
Hellenization thesis. If we exclude verbal systems and the name YHWH, the Bible does 
not use the language of “being” in frequent, sustained, theoretical ways. Attempts at 
integrating ontological systems with Scripture will be inferential and thus indirect; 
ontological norms will likely stem from what the Bible precludes more than what the 
Bible requires. Now minimalism could become misleading, since modern scholars 
commonly dismiss assertions about “ontological” abstractions arising from biblical 
texts. Despite the need for caution, though, we must preserve the freedom of the 
biblical gospel. Even sympathetic works of theological retrieval concede that 
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Scripture’s interpreters deal with ontological “implications” rather than 
straightforward claims or concepts.7 Such reserve is appropriate in light of the classic 
doctrine of analogical language in the first place. Materially confessing a traditional 
doctrine of God due to implications of numerous scriptural texts is different than 
claiming that substance metaphysics and a sacramental version of Platonic forms are 
mandated as biblical teaching. 

Second, the biblically underdetermined character of ontological systems is 
consistent with the context-specific aspect of theology. Andrew Walls and Kwame 
Bediako, among others, have treated the Hellenistic influence upon early Christian 
doctrine—not to mention earlier Jewish thought—as a classic case of 
contextualization.8 Likewise, contemporary debates over theological ontology are 
obviously contextual, preoccupied with early modern German figures and their 
squabbling heirs. Simply insisting upon Christian Platonism in return risks 
colonizing all subsequent cultures for an alternative philosophical system, the Greeks 
instead of the Germans. Both forms of philosophical colonization diminish the 
freedom of God’s Spirit to foster new hearing and teaching of God’s Word. 

Third, Carter’s case for the necessity of Christian Platonism depends on 
debatable definitions of “metaphysics” and “modernity” that the Bible does not 
require. Admittedly, the Bible does require vigilance about taking every thought 
captive to Christ rather than alien philosophies (e.g., 1 Cor 1:18–2:5; 2 Cor 10:4–5; 
Colossians 2). Yet the environment for those exhortations was far more “Platonized” 
than modern. It seems odd to universalize concepts from the very philosophical 
environment about which Paul warned, even if those concepts were carefully 
appropriated and helpfully reformed by the early Christians. So why should we insist 
with Carter on a particularly positive definition of metaphysics and a particularly 
negative definition of modernity? 

The positive definition of metaphysics involves inevitable beliefs: Humans always 
enact beliefs, at least implicitly, about the realities behind or beyond or within the 
physical entities with which they are dealing. True enough—such ontological beliefs 

                                                           
7 E.g., Andrea D. Saner, “Too Much to Grasp”: Exodus 3:13–15 and the Reality of God, Journal of Theological 
Interpretation Supplement Series (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2015). 

8 E.g., Andrew F. Walls, The Cross Cultural Process in Christian History: Studies in the Transmission and 
Appropriation of Faith (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2002); Kwame Bediako, Theology and Identity: The Impact of 
Culture upon Christian Thought in the Second Century and in Modern Africa (Reprint, Eugene, OR: Wipf & 
Stock 2011). 
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inevitably affect biblical interpretation. But this concept of metaphysics is one-sided. 
Steven J. Duby’s new book shows that classic Christian theology sometimes excluded 
the doctrine of God the Creator from “metaphysical” inquiry, which pertains to 
creatures—physical entities beyond which we seek understanding of their essences.9 
We may not have to include God within the domain of metaphysics. And we may not 
want to do so, either. Kevin Hector has offered plausible reasons for avoiding some 
versions of “metaphysical” inquiry, without thereby becoming relativistic.10 

 Meanwhile, the negative definition of modernity involves pagan unbelief: We are 
downstream from “the Enlightenment” as a cipher for major thinkers who sought to 
reject or substantially revise late medieval Christian religion. Again, true enough—
such pagan unbelief inevitably affects biblical interpretation through the naturalistic 
historical habits mentioned above. But this concept of modernity is also one-sided. 
Oliver O’Donovan’s work suggests that the Enlightenment bit the Christian hands 
that fed it—and they really fed it.11 If there is a risk that Carter’s focus on modernity’s 
pagan unbelief and secularized Christian eschatology is one-sided, then the other side 
contains classical Christian weaknesses that may have fostered particular forms of 
unbelief. Was Christian Platonism so compelling that late medieval lapses and early 
modern rejections were simply functions of pagan stubbornness? 

Given the preceding three factors — (1) indirect derivation from biblical 
exegesis; (2) the relation between philosophical systems and various contexts of 
Christian mission; (3) helpfully diverse definitions of metaphysics and modernity — I 
suggest that biblical teaching is underdetermined regarding the contemporary debates 
over ontological systems, and therefore Christian Platonism is not necessary for 
faithful interpretation of Scripture. 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
9 God in Himself: Scripture, Metaphysics, and the Task of Christian Theology, Studies in Christian Doctrine and 
Scripture (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2019). 

10 Theology Without Metaphysics: God, Language, and the Spirit of Recognition, Current Issues in Theology 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 

11 See especially the final chapters of The Desire of the Nations: Rediscovering the Roots of Political Theology 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
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III. Christian Platonism: Providentially Inherited 
 
Assessing Christian Platonism requires careful definitions and discerning 

appreciation for divine providence. Anti-nominalism narratives from the likes of John 
Milbank, Brad Gregory, and Michael Gillespie (whom Carter approvingly cites) 
minimize the internal problems that fostered Christian Platonism’s late medieval 
decline.12 Conversely, anti-metaphysical narratives from the likes of McCormack 
minimize divine providence in the early Christian period. They almost imply that 
Christian Platonism is so unbiblical as to render the Incarnation’s timing unwise. Of 
course, Gal 4:4 need not imply a comprehensive embrace of Graeco-Roman culture. 
But, on some “Barthian” accounts, biblical narrative requires an “actualistic” ontology 
that would have been very difficult to develop in a Hellenistic cultural context. 

Even Richard Bauckham, however — who, influenced by Moltmann, is no 
friend of divine impassibility — now highlights the appearance of “Hellenistic true-
god language” in the New Testament itself.13 Subsequently, if thinkers such as Walls 
and Bediako are correct, then Hellenistic contextualization precludes both the 
comprehensive normativity and the complete rejection of Christian Platonism. At 
least to the degree that its substance metaphysics came to expression in conciliar 
Christology, Christian Platonism comprises not just one contextual effort among 
others, but the initial divine provision for identifying the church’s most foundational 
teaching about her Lord. Christian Platonist concepts should not be magisterial for 
any and every context, but they should be ecumenically and pedagogically ministerial 
for perpetuating biblical judgments about the Triune God and the Incarnate Christ. 
They can be a privileged, analogical impetus for contextualization. 

Perhaps, therefore, Protestant hermeneutics cannot be disentangled from 
classic ontological commitments as readily as many biblical scholars believe. In this 
regard, Provan’s recent book seriously engages Luther’s and Calvin’s hermeneutical 
texts to make several contributions such as: its definition of seriously literal 
interpretation, its defense of the Protestant canon, its delineation of an unfashionable 

                                                           
12 See Michael Allen Gillespie, The Theological Origins of Modernity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2009); Brad S. Gregory, The Unintended Reformation: How a Religious Revolution Secularized Society 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2015); and the “Radical Orthodoxy” movement spawned by John Milbank, 
Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990). 

13 “The Divinity of Jesus Christ in the Epistle to the Hebrews,” in The Epistle to the Hebrews and Christian 
Theology, ed. Richard Bauckham, et al. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 15–36, especially p. 29. 
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but still meaningful distinction between typology and allegory, its discussion of the 
Septuagint’s authority, and its sensible depictions of various critical methods. But 
Michael Allen’s review highlights some legitimate concerns.14 First, are interlocutors 
represented fairly—notably, the “Chicago” way being represented by Norman Geisler’s 
commentary on a secondary document rather than, say, J. I. Packer and the initial 
document? Second, are important ambiguities lingering—notably, regarding the 
theological import of learning the biblical languages and canonical aspects of literal 
interpretation? Third, and most to the point here, are objections to Christian 
Platonism carefully clarified—notably, in relation to Luther’s and Calvin’s own views 
and practices, not to mention scholarly literature about them? Sometimes the book 
conveniently champions their advocacy of seriously literal interpretation while 
relatively sidelining their actual practice or critiquing them for not corresponding to a 
more modern reconstruction. Granted the gaucheness of asking for more from such a 
large book, theologians still have to wonder how its approach relates the Bible to the 
classical doctrine of the Triune God. 

Scholars like Richard Muller, for example, find Calvin interpreting analogously 
to the fourfold sense.15 This continuity with the prior tradition raises questions about 
how inextricable hermeneutics and ontology actually are. In raising this concern, we 
need not join Carter in claiming Calvin for Christian Platonism, and we can 
acknowledge—which might please Provan—that Luther was affected by nominalism. 
So the concern here is that biblical scholars’ narrations of the Reformers’ literal 
hermeneutics—even when they are as learned as Provan’s—may gloss over certain 
complexities in theory and practice. Often the arc of these narratives is quite critical of 
early Christian Platonists’ cultural captivity; however, should we not also highlight 
the dramatic challenge faced by modern evangelicals in sifting the wheat of critical 
methods from the chaff of post-Kantian anti-metaphysics? It would be helpful, then, 
to go farther than the sample reading of Jonah to see more specifically how Provan 

                                                           
14 Review of The Reformation and the Right Reading of Scripture by Iain Provan, Reformed Faith & Practice 3, 
no. 2 (September 2018): 72–76 (accessed on September 11, 2020 at https://journal.rts.edu/review/the-
reformation-and-the-right-reading-of-scripture/). 

15 See, e.g., Muller and John L. Thompson, “The Significance of Precritical Exegesis: Retrospect and 
Prospect,” in Biblical Interpretation in the Era of the Reformation, ed. Richard A. Muller and John L. 
Thompson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996). 

 

https://journal.rts.edu/review/the-reformation-and-the-right-reading-of-scripture/
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relates seriously literal interpretation of the canon of Scripture to a classically 
Trinitarian doctrine of God. Otherwise some theologians may join him in celebrating 
modernity’s manifest strengths yet wonder about lingering spiritual, canonical, and 
definitional challenges. 

By now, reasons have emerged for supporting some form of seriously literal 
interpretation, suspecting that Carter’s Christian Platonism overreaches somewhat, 
and thus sustaining a meaningful distinction between typology or Protestant forms of 
figural reading and much earlier Christian allegorizing. Yet we can sympathize with 
Carter’s cri di coeur, even if it is imprecise, regarding the tendency of evangelical biblical 
scholars to identify literal interpretation with a kind of historical preoccupation that 
overreacts against earlier “Platonist” thought. Carter is not the only person in these 
debates who speaks quite broadly of Platonism! For contemporary biblical 
interpreters, furthermore, it is easy to understand “history” in a modern way that 
unintentionally treats divine inspiration and canonical unity as more notional than 
hermeneutically operational commitments.16 If Carter’s own example from Isaiah is 
interesting for what is missing—with early Christian sources and allegorizing absent 
from its exegetical discussion—still his manifesto confronts us with the necessary 
challenge of recovering robust Christological literalism. 

As for allergies to anything that even smacks of Platonism, they are all the 
more obvious in N. T. Wright’s comments from the exile book referenced earlier. 
Michael Allen’s recent book17 suggests one way in which these allergies affect church 
health: overreacting against earlier “gnosticism” by characterizing biblical eschatology 
in excessively earthy, inadequately God-centered, terms. Admittedly, if allergies to 
Platonism distort biblical scholars’ reception of the Protestant Reformation, then 
theologians’ alternative allergies to “historical criticism” can be just as unhealthy. Our 
mutually assured discomfort may be a necessary stimulus for confronting our 
respective pathologies. Evangelicals in both disciplines risk appropriating the 
Reformers too selectively, grappling inadequately with Christian Platonism as both a 
providential inheritance and a contextual, partly flawed project. 

 
 

                                                           
16 A significant study of this Kant-inflected contrast is Mark Alan Bowald, Rendering the Word in 
Theological Hermeneutics: Mapping Divine and Human Agency (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2007). 

17 Grounded in Heaven: Recentering Christian Hope and Life on God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2018). 



Reformed Faith & Practice 5:3 (2020): 40-54 

 

49 
 
 

IV. Doxological Ontology: Biblically Suggested 
 
Contested attempts to retrieve Christian Platonism signal an enduring need to 

account for creaturely being in a biblical way. Despite ontology being systemically 
underdetermined by the Bible, a thematic tendency in Scripture may have ontological 
implications. This tendency, emphasizing praise in relation to creaturely being, I will 
call “doxological” ontology. Highlighting this emphasis is the work of G. K. Beale, 
among others, regarding the themes of temple and royal priesthood in biblical 
theology.18 The relevant evidence, which can scarcely even be surveyed here, includes 
verbal connections between the Genesis creation narrative and the rest of the canon, 
Psalms such as 19, and the implications of Rom 1:18–32. 

The word pair of “cultivate” and “keep” from Gen 2:15 applies later to the 
Israelites’ relationship with God’s Word and the priests’ ministry at the tabernacle. 
The human vocation of Gen 1:28 involves extending divine presence throughout the 
cosmos. The language of being fruitful and multiplying applies later to the spread of 
the gospel, notably in passages like Acts 6:7 and 9:31. The tending of Genesis 2 is an 
aspect of the ruling that Genesis 1 calls for. Yet the first humans failed to guard the 
garden temple against incursion. Instead of representing the gracious God in whose 
image they were installed, they fell prey to temptation. They were expelled from the 
sanctuary, required to reenter through divinely appointed ritual means of grace. The 
Adamic commission did not cease but was reiterated in God’s redemptive interaction 
with the patriarchs. In due course, Israel received sacred objects and rituals that would 
bear witness regarding God’s mighty acts. 

Passages like Psalm 19 epitomize the celebration of creation’s ongoing witness: 
“The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day 
after day they pour forth speech; night after night they reveal knowledge” (19:1–2). Of 
course, v. 3 acknowledges, the heavens do not literally utter words. Yet, according to v. 
4, “their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.” The 
focus of vv. 7–14 upon God’s law suggests continuity between the display of divine 
wisdom in the redeemed community and the proclamation of divine glory via the 
cosmos. As Lev 19:24 illustrates, the fruit of the earth epitomizes how non-human 
                                                           
18 See, e.g., The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical Theology of the Dwelling Place of God, New Studies 
in Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2004), from which the following brief survey 
summarizes some evidence. 
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parts of creation can become offerings of praise. David’s recital in 1 Chronicles 16 
urges not just Israel and all nations but even the very heavens and earth, the sea and 
the fields and the trees, to enjoy praising YHWH (16:31–36). Of course, humans can 
uniquely—intentionally and verbally—praise God (e.g., Ps 30:9). Underlying this 
unique vocation is the very purpose of human being. For instance, God has prepared 
praise from infant mouths (Matt 21:16); they do not know what they are doing, but 
God is glorified even by the creation of what and who they are. As indicated in Eph 
1:6, 12, and 14, the praise of God’s glory is history’s ultimate end. 

In sum, to understand creaturely being “doxologically” is consistent with 
Scripture concerning humans’ distinctive vocation, nature’s speech, and history’s end. 
Romans 1:18–32, especially v. 20, is consistent with this inference. Creation reveals the 
invisible God but focuses this unveiling on God’s eternal power. Human hearts 
quickly idolize created things rather than the Creator. There is no suggestion here 
that creaturely things comprise a symbolic universe to interpret or transcend. Rather, 
human beings suppress what creation’s light makes visible, clinging instead to the 
darkness in their hearts. We need to know of God’s judgment and saving 
righteousness (3:21), not an ontological hierarchy of universals. 

Turning to compare and contrast this doxological emphasis with sacramental 
ontology, it is important to pair the distinction between Creator and creation with 
God the Son’s integrative role in the cosmos. All things are somehow “in” Christ 
according to Col 1:17, suggesting the need for a grammar of creaturely “participation” 
in him. Similarly, Paul quotes a pagan poet in Acts 17:28, saying that in God we live 
and move and have our being. While the former text makes a very broad claim, the 
latter text focuses on human beings, arguing against idolatrous, impersonal 
representations of the Creator by identifying us as God’s offspring. Together the two 
passages gesture toward universal creaturely and universally human forms of 
participation in God via Christ. They resist any sacred/secular dichotomy or exclusive 
narrowing of participation to redeemed humans. Epistemologically, all the treasures 
of wisdom and knowledge are hidden in Christ (Col 2:3), further underscoring his 
comprehensive ontological reach. 

Just as clearly, however, such creaturely participation in Christ has important 
limitations. Some of these may have surfaced along the way by implication, but they 
are worth summarizing here. 

(1) Redemption: The reconciliation of human beings to God is its inaugurating 
reality and integral priority. Although redemption affects the entire cosmos, broader 
language of participation should not obscure biblical distinctions between redeemed 
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humans and other humans as well as other creatures, especially since these 
distinctions have operative force for the church’s present mission in the world.  

(2) Filial union: Believers’ adoption gives their “participation” in Christ a 
distinct relational character. Broader language of participation should not obscure 
the blessing of becoming a child of God by grace, sharing in Jesus’s communion with 
God that is unique by nature. 

(3) Epistemological freedom: Avoiding modern errors does not require adopting 
Christian Platonism rather than other contextual possibilities. Equating Christian 
Platonism with biblical orthodoxy entails an exceedingly broad definition, arising 
largely from theological interests and sidestepping historical particularities. Here, as 
Carter follows Lloyd Gerson, “Platonism” basically means “not” a series of things—not 
materialism, not mechanism, not nominalism, not relativism, not skepticism. Now it 
may be laudable to avoid these modern tendencies, even nominalism (depending on 
what it means). Yet broader language of participation should not preclude the 
evangelical outworking of biblical epistemology in various contexts. To offer just one 
example, the Reformed framework of the Son’s “archetypal” and “ectypal” knowledge 
is a possible alternative to canonizing a Platonic theory of universals. 

(4) Sacrament language: The risk here is confusion. For the sake of argument, let 
us assume that “mystery” and “participation” language in 1 Corinthians 10–11 
provides indirect justification for applying “sacrament” to baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper. Of course, biblical language and theological concepts cannot correspond 
absolutely; we are free to speak of sacramental ontology if the underlying ideas are 
true and the concept is clear. However, the participation language of 1 Corinthians 
10–11 connotes worship and includes the possibility of false worship—participation 
with demons that arouses divine jealousy. Thus, referring to sacramental ontology 
risks obscuring both the distinctive character of the sacraments and the dangers of 
false worship. Although perhaps not all “participation” is ontological, here Paul 
confronts false worship because of ontically actual demonic relationships. If such 
“participation” is ontological but not always good, then “sacramental” language risks 
obscuring an important distinction. 

As with the Incarnation, it is possible to argue that the sacraments reflect 
God’s affirmation of material goods—“the gifts of God for the people of God”—but 
again the significance of this argument must be qualified. It is wonderfully true that 
in Jesus Christ, God assumed our humanity, body and not just soul. Likewise, in 
raising him from the dead God included the material reality of this present cosmos in 
the promised future redemption. Yet the primary purpose of the sacraments is not to 
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convey a principle about material goodness, but to celebrate twofold participation in 
Christ’s body: the grace of Jesus’s real presence as we proclaim his death, and the 
communion among churchly members of his body. Material things in general do not 
convey Christ’s gracious presence or enable churchly communion in this specific way. 

If we spoke of sacramental ontology, how would concepts of mystery or an 
enchanted universe apply to the being of particular created things? Would their 
sacramental character consist in communicating grace—and, if so, redemptive or 
“common” grace? Would not either answer obscure the particular primacy of Word 
and sacrament? Alternatively, would the sacramental character of things consist in 
serving as signs—and, if so, as specific parts of a medieval symbolic universe or broader 
pointers to God’s existence as Creator? Indeed, would such sacramental language 
basically reduce to conveying God’s presence—and, if so, as a reality that is separable 
from or integral to the church’s ministry of Word and sacrament? 

In contrast with the confusing expansion of sacramental language, the Bible’s 
treatment of Christ’s mediation leads some Reformed theologians to speak of a 
“covenantal” ontology.19 For all its importance, however, covenant is a redemptive-
historical category. Even when lurking within the creation narratives, this category 
helps us to understand relations and acts, not being as such. Applied to creation, 
covenant already anticipates the saving history of Israel. Even if the ethical focus of 
covenant should be anthropologically fundamental, the Bible still addresses the prior, 
ontological status of all creatures, tying their very existence to the Creator’s glory. 
Hence a doxological ontology undergirds properly covenantal distinction and 
continuity between humans and other creatures: People can intend and verbalize God’s 
praise, serving as priests for the rest of creation—even as human beings exist for God’s 
praise before they ever enact it. A doxological ontology also undergirds properly 
covenantal distinction and continuity between redeemed and unredeemed humans: 
Redeemed humans can begin to intend and verbalize God’s praise appropriately, even 
as unredeemed humans exist for God’s glory despite failing to represent God truly. 
Finally, a doxological ontology undergirds properly covenantal distinction and 
continuity between Christ as God’s true Image and other humans: Jesus represents God’s 

                                                           
19 E.g., Michael S. Horton, Covenant and Eschatology: The Divine Drama (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 2002); idem, Lord and Servant: A Covenant Christology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2005); 
Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “Ascending the Mountain, Singing the Rock: Biblical Interpretation Earthed, 
Typed, and Transfigured,” Modern Theology 28, no. 4 (2012): 781–803. 
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character and rule without fail, and in a sense without remainder, even as other 
humans shall be conformed to him (Rom 8:29) by redemption. 

Covenantal theology prizes, but “covenantal ontology” does not fully 
articulate, the truth that all of reality holds together “in” Jesus Christ as the One 
“Mediator” between God and humanity. As highlighted by Colin Gunton, a 
Trinitarian account of mediation celebrates the personal action of the Son and the 
Holy Spirit in creation and providence because in this way God sustains the integrity 
of the cosmos and restores the genuine freedom of human beings to realize their 
priestly vocation in Christ.20 So, as highlighted by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, all of the acts 
and relationships that comprise earthly history lack the creaturely immediacy that 
fallen humans tend to assume; actually, all creaturely interactions are linked with 
God’s Son, whether we know it or not.21 This precious truth, though, has a larger 
context: Every human being must be adopted as a child of God by redeeming grace in 
order to gain a share in the filial relationship that the Son enjoys by nature. Thus, to 
uphold the truth of Col 1:15–17 without undermining the focus of Col 1:18–20, we 
should link an account of Christological mediation to a doxological, rather than 
sacramental or covenantal, ontology. 

To what conclusion, then, have the preceding four steps led? Craig Carter’s 
book has the virtue of provoking better thinking about ontology. I hope that forging 
my own path, rather than focusing on points of agreement, does not obscure my 
appreciation for the reverent learning that the book displays. I particularly appreciate 
its emphasis on the task of preaching, along with its offer of an olive branch to folks 
like D. A. Carson and Kevin Vanhoozer, with whom I share “Chicago” as my 
hermeneutical home. 

Ultimately, though, what about my initial query: Is it possible to maintain 
both the Protestant primacy of the literal sense and the hermeneutical pertinence of a 
classically Christian theological ontology? My answer is a hopeful yes, with the Bible 
loosely supporting a “doxological” ontology. Such an ontology can embrace aspects of 
Christian Platonism without insisting upon its general or comprehensive necessity. 
Such an ontology can also embrace seriously literal interpretation while insisting 

                                                           
20 See, e.g., The Triune Creator. 

21 See his concept of die Mitte, notably in certain essays within Ethics, ed. Clifford J. Green, vol. 6 of 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works in English (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005). 
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upon its robustly Trinitarian practice. In this respect, Carter’s book contributes a 
clarion call to recover the premodern pastoral tradition—and thus to remember the 
church’s task of proclamation whenever we talk about biblical hermeneutics.
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Books that Merit (Re)Reading: A Long Obedience in the Same Direction 
 Forty Years Later 

 
John R. Muether 

Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando 
 
When the Presbyterian pastor and popular author Eugene Peterson passed 

away in 2018, he left a legacy of writings, most notably his five-volume series, 
Conversations on Spiritual Theology. The first of his nearly three dozen books was 
published forty years ago, written in the midst of his 29-year pastorate in Maryland, 
before his tenure on the faculty at Regent College in Vancouver. A Long Obedience in the 
Same Direction made a quiet entrance into print and only after Peterson had been 
turned down by more than a dozen publishers.1 Critics did not recognize it as the 
classic that it would become. A literature search retrieved only two short reviews. In a 
brief notice in the Catholic journal, Review for Religious, a Jesuit reviewer noted that its 
“presentation is enthusiastic.”2 In the TSF Bulletin a graduate student in theology 
lauded Peterson’s drawing on the experience of the pilgrim in a way that “point[ed] 
the reader Godward rather than back toward the author” and for his illustrations that 
“come across freshly and vividly.”3 

Peterson feared that his parishioners had grown too comfortable with the 
world. Modern pilgrims had become tourists. His corrective was to turn to “an old 
dog-eared songbook” (14) in book five of the Psalter, the songs of ascents, Psalms 120-
34. These psalms present fifteen pictures of discipleship set in the context of 

                                                           
1 Eugene H. Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction: Discipleship in an Instant Society (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1980). As Peterson would later recount, the title proved to be a hard sell. 
The problem was not that it owed to a quote by Friedrich Nietzsche; publishers stumbled over the word 
“obedience.” It “was a dull word – dead in the water" and “it didn't fit the ambience of contemporary 
American religion.” Eugene H. Peterson, The Pastor: A Memoir (New York: HarperOne, 2011), 248-49. 

2 Francis N. Korth, Review of A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, Review for Religious 41 (Jan-Feb. 1982), 
p. 157. 

3 Gregory A. Youngchild, review of A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, Theological Students Fellowship 
Bulletin (4:5, April 1981, pp 21-22). 
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pilgrimage that remind us of “who we are and where we are going” (14).4 In his own 
assessment of the book, Peterson described it as “a manual for discipleship, trying to 
counter the American lust for easy answers and quick solutions by submitting to these 
old prayers that were used ‘on the road’ as pilgrims worked their way up through the 
hills to the great acts of worship in Jerusalem.”5  

The songs of ascents are short psalms. But there are a disproportionate 
number of memorable phrases in them, including some of the greatest expressions of 
comfort and encouragement.  To cite but three: “Behold, he who keeps Israel will 
neither slumber nor sleep” (121:4); “Our help is in the name of the Lord, who made 
heaven and earth” (124:8); “How good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in 
unity!” (133:1). In Peterson’s words, here we find “beautiful lines, piercing insights, 
dazzling truths, stimulating words” (184). The same can be said for Peterson’s 
reflections. His reputation as a gifted wordsmith is on early display in his first book, 
as a sample of quotes to follow will demonstrate. 

Two subsequent editions followed the original publication. Beyond a new 
preface by Peterson, there were few changes in the text when InterVarsity issued a 
second edition in 2000. But there is one significant alteration of note. The fifteen 
Psalms surveyed are themselves presented at the beginning of each chapter, and the 
stateliness of the Revised Standard Version of the original was replaced in the second 
edition by Peterson’s own paraphrase, The Message. This was an editorial misstep. 
Often Peterson’s paraphrase obscured his presentation. In Psalm 125, for example, 
Peterson originally argued that the key word in the psalm was “rest.” But when that 
word disappeared from his paraphrase, Peterson is forced to identify a very different 
key word, “violate,” to accommodate his translation (84 in the original edition/82 in 
the second edition). In Psalm 130, which he describes under the theme of hope, the 
word itself, where it appeared twice in the RSV is removed in the paraphrase. “Waiting 
and hoping” is weakened to “waiting and watching,” again by the demands of the new 
translation. (138/136).6  While some reviewers claim that the Message complements the 

                                                           
4 In these psalms, the pictures are: repentance (where pilgrimage begins), providence, worship, service, 
help, security, joy, work, happiness, perseverance, hope, humility, obedience, community, and blessing 
(as the pilgrim arrives in Zion). 

5 Eugene H. Peterson, Take and Read: Spiritual Reading, an Annotated List. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 
p. 108.  

6 Curiously, in a later meditation on Psalm 130 Peterson stresses the importance of the couplet, wait 
and hope: “the wait is not an indolent ‘waiting around.’ We wait ’for the morning,’ which is to say that 
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exposition of Long Obedience, its intrusion blunts some of the points he strives to 
make. 

The Message is retained in the attractive, clothbound, “commemorative edition” 
of Long Obedience that InterVarsity Press published a year after Peterson’s death. There 
is a preface by his son and a brief postscript by Harold Fickett. It would have been 
helpful if the publisher had enhanced the book with indexes. 

A striking feature that will impress anyone familiar with Peterson’s writings is 
the way Long Obedience serves as an introduction to his later works. Most of his major 
themes find themselves here. Throughout the book, a key concern is the superficiality 
of many contemporary approaches to spirituality, where it is directed to the self and 
not to God. Peterson points readers back classical understandings of the Christian life 
and pastoral vocation, and he alerts readers to how they can be hijacked by cultural 
accommodation and held captive particularly to consumerist trappings. (The word 
“subversion” does not appear in Long Obedience, but clearly the ambition to subvert 
does. This becomes more openly his agenda in The Contemplative Pastor and in his 
collected essays, Subversive Spirituality.7) 

To put it positively, Peterson insists that Scripture must shape our spirituality. 
A deep reading of Scripture is challenging because worldliness has reduced attention 
spans (10). In a later book, Peterson laments that we come to Scripture “tired, 
sluggish, and inattentive.”8  Eventually, he explores more fully the importance of 
cultivating the habit of spiritual reading in Eat this Book.9  Only such a reading can 
direct our vision Godward: “Christian discipleship is a decision to walk in his ways, 
steadily and firmly, and then finding out that this way integrates all our interests, 
passions, and gifts, our human needs and our eternal aspirations” (131). 

Attentiveness cannot be accomplished by oneself, and so Long Obedience 
stressed the role of community in discipleship: “Scripture knows nothing of the 

                                                           
we wait in hope.” The Jesus Way: A Conversation on the Ways that Jesus is the Way (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2007), p. 97. 

7 Eugene H. Peterson, The Contemplative Pastor: Returning to the Art of Spiritual Direction (Carol Stream, IL: 
Word Publishing, 1989; and Eugene H. Peterson, Subversive Spirituality (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997). 

8 Eugene H. Peterson, Reversed Thunder: The Revelation of John and the Praying Imagination (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1991), p. ix.  

9 Eugene H. Peterson, Eat this Book: A Conversation in the Art of Spiritual Reading (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2006). 
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solitary Christian life. People of faith are always members of a community” (170).  As 
community has become a Christian buzzword in our age, Peterson is quick to caution 
about counterfeit expressions of life together. It is easy to avoid community even 
when we claim to pursue it. He cites two particular avoidance strategies when looking 
at Psalm 133: 

 
Every community of Christians is imperiled when either [of two] routes are 
pursued: the route of defining people as problems to be solved, the way one 
might repair an automobile, or the route of lumping people together in terms 
of economic ability or institutional effectiveness, the way one might run a 
bank. … Somewhere else lies community—a place where each person is taken 
seriously, learns to trust others, depend on others, be compassionate with 
others, rejoices with others (174).  
 
Fuller development of the importance of community is found in a lengthy 

chapter (pages 225-329 in Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places. There he writes: 
 
I didn’t come to the conviction easily, but finally there was no getting around 
it.  There can be no maturity in the spiritual life, no obedience in following 
Jesus, no wholeness in the Christian life apart from an immersion in, and 
embrace of, community. I am not myself by myself. Community, not the highly 
vaunted individualism of our culture, is the setting in which Christ is at play.10 
 
Community, in turn, entails consequences for worship. Peterson challenges the 

contemporary preference for private devotional life over the public means of grace. It 
is preeminently in worship where the gathered people of God have their attention 
centered on the Word of God. Worship then becomes the main instrument in 
Christian formation: “If we stay at home by ourselves and read the Bible, we are going 
to miss a lot, for our reading will be unconsciously conditioned by our culture, limited 
by our ignorance, distorted by unnoticed prejudices. … We want to hear what God says 
and what he says to us: worship is the place where our attention is centered on these 
personal and decisive words of God.” (51). In short, “The pilgrim is not at the center; 
the Lord is at the center” (106).  

                                                           
10 Eugene H. Peterson, Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places: A Conversation in Spiritual Theology (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), p. 226 
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In a later work Peterson asserts that Scripture can center the disciple only 
when one devotes attention to its form: “[T]he way the Bible is written is every bit as 
important as what is written in it.”11  For this reason Peterson advocates, in many 
places, the importance of praying the Psalms: “Praying the Psalms keeps us in a school 
of prayer that maintains wakefulness and an open ear, alertness and an articulate 
tongue, both to the word of God and to the voices of praise and pain of God’s 
people.”12 

And yet we must go even beyond praying the Psalms. Throughout Long 
Obedience, Peterson directs the reader to focus on the form of the songs of ascents: 
these are songs for the way (55), and in almost every chapter there is a reference to song.  
“Singing the fifteen psalms is a way both to express the amazing grace and to quiet the 
anxious fears,” he writes (15). “Psalm 121, learned early and sung repeatedly in the 
walk with Christ, clearly defines the conditions under which we live out our 
discipleship – which, in a word, is God” (41); In Psalm 124, song is at the heart of our 
subversion of the world: “We speak our words of praise in a world that is hellish; we 
sing our songs of victory in a world where things get messy; we live our joy among 
people who neither understand nor encourage us” (73). Finally song is our expression 
of joy: “God is not our salvation if he is not our song” (94). 

And so the songs of ascents are a communal songbook. As he later expresses it: 
 
Song brings our prayers into rhythm and harmony with the other members of 
the community. … How can we pray accurately for and harmoniously with the 
other members of God’s people? Through song: song establishes all the 
members of the congregation in organic relationship. The Christian recovers a 
sense of community and experiences the dynamics of community … through 
the music of liturgy.13 
 
The popularity of Peterson’s books presents a challenge in assessing his legacy. 

Where does he fit in the Reformed and evangelical landscape? Nathan A. Finn 

                                                           
11 Peterson, Eat this Book, p. 48. 

12 Eugene H. Peterson, Practice Resurrection: A Conversation on Growing Up in Christ (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2010), p. 157. 

13 Eugene H. Peterson, Answering God: The Psalms as a Tool of Prayer. (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 
1989), 88-89. 
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describes “three broad streams of spirituality” among contemporary writers. The first 
is “evangelical holiness traditions,” by which Finn refers to voices in the Wesleyan-
higher life movement. He includes Peterson in the second camp, an eclectic and 
ecumenical group concerned with “spiritual formation,” the chief voices of which are 
Richard Foster and Dallas Willard. The third category, “gospel-centered spirituality,” 
is more theologically oriented and (at least implicitly) Reformed, and features J.I. 
Packer, Jerry Bridges, John Piper, and Donald Whitney.14 

This classification has some value. Certainly, Peterson has engaged in the work 
of spiritual direction (his preferred term). But he has been critical of the shallowness 
and narcissism in much of the growing field of spirituality, not least for its theological 
incoherence. Long Obedience was, in his own later assessment, a protest “against the 
fad-chasing, self-centered individualism of American spirituality.”15 For all the talk 
about spiritual formation, “the evidence for mature Christian discipleship is slim” 
(10), Peterson regrets. He explains: “There is a great market for religious experience in 
our world; there is little enthusiasm for the patient acquisition of virtue, little 
inclination to sign up for a long apprenticeship in what earlier generations of 
Christians called holiness” (10). Although he did not “name names,” at least some of 
these criticisms were directed to those whom Finn associates with him.  

Peterson eschewed gospel-hyphenated formulas, and his engagement with a 
variety of publishers expanded his reach to a wider readership. Still, a careful read 
finds a spirituality that is grounded in the gospel. “Two convictions undergirded my 
pastoral work,” he wrote in the epilogue to the commemorative edition: 

 
The first conviction was that everything in the gospel is livable and that my 
pastoral task was to get it lived. It was not enough that I announce the gospel, 
explain it or whip up enthusiasm for it. I wanted it lived—lived in detail, lived 
on the streets and on the job, lived in the bedrooms and kitchens, lived 
through cancer and divorce, lived with children and in marriage. 
(commemorative edition, 197). 
 

                                                           
14 Nathan A. Finn. “Christian Spiritualities in the Christian Tradition,” pp. 215-38 in Biblical Spirituality, 
ed. Christopher Morgan (Wheaton: Crossway, 2019). 

15 Peterson, The Pastor, 248-49. 
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One striking picture of the gospel emerges from Peterson’s reflections on 
posture. In his chapter on Psalm 123, Peterson notes that the believer can approach 
God for mercy only from a posture of servitude. An approach that does not lift up the 
eyes of a servant will turn God into a servant at our beck and call. The results are 
calamitous for discipleship: “we would very soon become contemptuous of a god 
whom we could figure out like a puzzle or learn to use like a tool” (59). At the end of 
the book, in Peterson’s chapter on Psalm 134, we discover the posture of the God who 
provides mercy: he is a covenant God who “stands and stoops and stays.” (185-86). 

The elusiveness in classifying Peterson only adds to the pleasure of reading 
him. Forty years later, Long Obedience in particular endures as an edifying read for three 
reasons. First, it excels as a primer on Christian discipleship, distinguishing true 
discipleship from its counterfeits. Second, it is a sampler that will introduce major 
themes in Peterson’s writings. But most importantly, it will model and encourage 
followers of Christ to listen more carefully to Scripture, “slowly, imaginatively, 
prayerfully, and obediently” (commemorative edition, 198). 
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John R. Bower, The Confession of Faith: A Critical Text and Introduction (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2020). Cloth. $40.00. xx, 415pp. 
 

 
 

Recent years have witnessed a bumper crop of historical resources to study the 
Westminster Standards. The most recent contribution comes from John R. Bower, 
adjunct professor of church history at Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Bower has written The Confession of Faith: A Critical Text and 
Introduction. This is a companion to his earlier publication, The Larger Catechism: A 
Critical Text and Introduction (Reformation Heritage Books, 2010), which is part of a 
larger series, the Principal Documents of the Westminster Assembly, published by 
Reformation Heritage Books. Bower’s work is a welcome contribution for a number of 
reasons. 

First and foremost, Bower has produced a critical edition of the text of the 
Westminster Confession, collating the various editions and manuscripts so that 
students of the Standards can see what minor changes and alterations exist in the 
various copies of the Confession. Most readers of the Confession likely encounter the 
document in the back of the Trinity Hymnal, for example, or perhaps the edition 
published by the Orthodox Presbyterian Church or Presbyterian Church in America 
but have little to no knowledge of the various manuscript and published editions. 
This critical edition of the Confession will likely be of great interest to specialists and 
church historians. 

 Second, in my judgment, the best feature of Bower’s book is the introduction 
to the Confession. Most introductions spend a few pages explaining the origins and 
aims of a book, but Bower’s introduction is much more expansive. He spends 195 
pages explaining how the Confession came into existence, describing the process of 
how the divines wrote each major section, the debates that embroiled them, and how 
they determined the final wording of key sections. What commends his introduction 
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is that it provides an index to the assembly’s strategic debates. For those who do not 
possess the resources or time to mine the costly Oxford edition of the Minutes and 
Papers of the Westminster Assembly (about $1,200), or read the analysis presented in 
Robert Letham’s The Westminster Assembly (P & R, 2009), Bower’s survey is the perfect 
remedy. For students, for example, who want to find the specific portion of the 
assembly’s minutes where they debated various doctrines, Bower’s introduction is the 
ideal road map. 

Third, Bower’s introduction rightly contextualizes the assembly within the 
broader framework of early modern Reformed theology. The divines were not a 
theological island but wanted to connect with the larger Reformed world. Bower 
demonstrates the Reformed catholicity of the Confession by drawing the connections 
to other confessions of faith, such as the Irish Articles (1615) and the Second Helvetic 
Confession (1566). He also shows how the divines referenced the Harmony of Reformed 
Confessions, which gave them access to both continental Reformed documents and 
Lutheran confessions of faith. The use of these confessions was part of the assembly’s 
ethos, which appears in the Solemn League and Covenant (1643). The Solemn League 
and Covenant called upon the churches of England, Scotland, and Ireland to reform 
their churches “according to the Word of God, and the Example of the best Reformed 
Churches.” In other words, students of the Confession cannot rightly understand it 
apart from its historical theological context.  

Fourth, Bower has a number of useful appendices in this book, including a 
select bibliography of primary and secondary sources, a comparative table that shows 
the parallels between the Confession and the Irish Articles, a Scripture index that 
indicates where the confession cites various biblical texts, and a glossary of archaic 
English terms. The glossary is a most welcome appendix, as it undoubtedly assists 
readers in understanding terms that are no longer in common usage or have had a 
shift in meaning. While the divines wrote the Confession in English, there is some 
sense in which seventeenth-century English is a different language than twenty-first 
century English.  

Bower has produced an excellent resource that readers of every level, layman to 
scholar, can use to great benefit. If Bower has produced critical texts on the Larger 
Catechism and Confession, one can only hope that he will complete the trilogy by 
producing a critical edition and introduction to the Shorter Catechism.  

 
J. V. Fesko 
Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson 
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James Eglinton, Bavinck: A Critical Biography (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 
2020). Cloth. $44.99. xxii, 450pp. 
 
 
  

Over the past decade, there has been a growing tide of English language 
Bavinck dissertations and Bavinck-inspired theologizing, but there has not been a 
corresponding scholarly account of Bavinck’s life—until now. Making impressive use 
of Dutch language newspapers of the period, as well as Bavinck’s own journals 
(dagboeken), James Eglinton, the Meldrum Senior Lecturer in Reformed Theology at 
the University of Edinburgh, has managed to write an academic biography that is at 
learned and nuanced as well as fresh and insightful.  

Central to Eglinton’s thesis is his argument against the old historiography that 
saw “two Bavincks”—the conservative Calvinist and the apparent modernist—forming 
opposite poles in one man. Building on his earlier work, Trinity and Organism (T&T 
Clark, 2012), Eglinton insists that far from being a schizophrenic theologian holding 
contrary opinions, Bavinck was a creative thinker who sought to articulate the historic 
Christian faith in a newly modern world. “My biography has a particular aim,” 
Eglinton writes, “to tell the story of a man whose theologically laced personal 
narrative explored the possibility of an orthodox life in a changing world” (xx). 

Eglinton’s biography has been widely praised since its release in September, 
and with good reason. The book is meaty—with well over a hundred pages of end 
notes and bibliography—but the narrative itself wastes no words and is only 300 
pages. Eglinton’s approach is critical (in the academic sense), but never unsympathetic 
to Bavinck as a man and as a Christian. There are enough personal vignettes to keep 
the casual reader interested (e.g., Bavinck’s unrequited romantic affections over many 
years for Amelia den Dekker), but the text never plods along as a mere chronicle of 
daily life.  
 I especially appreciated the Appendix, “My Journey to America,” where Bavinck 
applauded the youth and energy of late nineteenth-century America but also critiqued 
its superficial religious life. Among his other observations, Bavinck noted that “there 
are few handsome men, but more and more beautiful women” (308), that Orange City 
surpassed Pella and Holland as an enclave of religious piety (303), and that the pillows 
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were bad (307). In a surprising final remark, Bavinck predicted that there was little 
future for Calvinism in America, but allowed that Calvinism was not the only truth 
and that American Christianity should chart its own path (314). 
 Several features of the book’s design are noteworthy. I was helped by the 
“Chronology” page at the front of the book and by the section highlighting “Key 
Figures, Churches, Educational Institutions, and Newspapers” in the back. The 39 
plates of photographs in the middle of the book were tremendous, and the original 
artwork by theologian Oliver Crisp makes for an attractive cover. It’s hard to find 
much to complain about in the book, but I would have benefited from a Bavinck 
family tree, and some readers may come to the book expecting more intellectual 
history (though, personally, I was glad Eglinton stuck to biography more than the 
theological exploration). 
 Of all the important lessons in this outstanding biography, the most 
important may be the most obvious: Herman Bavinck was a real person. Writing to 
his friend Snouck Hurgonje who asked whether Bavinck had been able to keep up 
with his scholarly pursuits, the 26 year-old new pastor remarked, “If you think for a 
moment that I must preach twice on Sunday, teach the catechism four times through 
the week, must also devote much time to visiting homes and the sick, and then 
sometimes have to lead a Frisian funeral, you won’t have to ask further whether any 
time or opportunity remains for my own study” (121). 
 Bavinck was not only swamped with ministerial duties at the outset of his 
short pastorate in Franecker (1881-82), he was also single, lonely, and spiritually 
depleted. “The most difficult part of my work,” Bavinck wrote in the same letter to 
Hurgonje, “is always to lift myself up to, and to stay at, the ideal level in my faith and 
confession.” Bavinck worried that a shallow, insincere heart might take shape beneath 
the guise of spiritual depth. He felt pressure to always be the minister, and without a 
wife he struggled to find “anyone here with whom I can (or might dare to) enjoy” the 
“familiarity” of friendship (121). Here is a man honest about ministry and honest 
about himself. 
 Since the English translation of his four-volume Reformed Dogmatics appeared 
in 2008, Bavinck has become a treasured companion and authoritative guide for 
Calvinist theologians, students, and pastors throughout the English-speaking world. 
And yet, for many, I imagine Bavinck the person has been virtually invisible, 
swallowed up by the heft of Bavinck’s brain sitting on our shelves. Almost every 
Reformed pastor knows something about Luther’s courage at Worms or Calvin’s 
reforms at Geneva or Whitefield’s role in the Great Awakening. But without any 
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commensurate knowledge in Dutch history of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, Bavinck can be too quickly reduced to disembodied ideas on a page. This 
would be a shame, for the story of Bavinck’s life is interesting and instructive in its 
own right. Herman Bavinck lived a remarkable life as a dogmatician, an ethicist, an 
educational reformer, a politician, a journalist, a Bible translator, a champion for 
women’s education, and eventually the father, father-in-law, and grandfather of 
heroes and martyrs in the anti-Nazi resistance movement (291). This is the story 
Eglinton tells, and he tells it very well. 
 
Kevin DeYoung 
Reformed Theological Seminary, Charlotte 
 
 
 
 
 
Troxel, Craig. With all Your Heart: Orienting Your Mind, Desires, and Will toward 
Christ.  Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020. 220 p. $17.99, paper. 

 
 
  

And one of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one 
another, and seeing that he answered them well, asked him, “Which 
commandment is the most important of all?” Jesus answered, “The 
most important is, 'Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 
And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all 
your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength’” (Mark 
12:28-30). 
 
Here Jesus recalled the shema of Deut. 6:4-5 as a guide for the Christian life 

(adding in the word “mind” as well). Heart, soul, mind, strength – all words used to 
describe the inner life of what it means to be human. But defining each word is a 
challenge, especially when these words are used in such disparate ways by secular 
American culture. Are they mere synonyms? Or are they distinct and separate things? 
More importantly, how do we understand them Biblically? 
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This book is a distillation of years of study, reflection, teaching, and preaching 
on these themes by Troxel, a pastor in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church and a 
member of the faculty of Westminster Seminary California. His study of the Puritans 
in particular comes through, for such discussions were part and parcel of the writings 
of the “physicians of the soul.” He chooses his quotations from the Puritans (and 
others) very effectively. But his study rests first and foremost on Scripture. As with the 
Puritans, his goal seems to be that we would allow Scripture to diagnose the state of 
our heart (and mind and will) before God. In this it succeeds admirably. 

This volume does not take a “three steps to a better heart” tack like many 
ostensibly Christian self-help titles.  Rather it is a series of introspective studies (still 
logically ordered). Troxel will argue that the term ‘heart’ “is the most important word 
in the Bible to describe who you are within” (16-17). He does so because he claims it is 
the most used word in that regard, the most misunderstood word, and also the most 
appropriate word. He divides his treatment into four sections: Knowing, Loving, 
Choosing, and Keeping. 

Anyone who seeks to clarify allied terms will run the risk of trying to define 
things too starkly. Troxel falls into that trap at times, not always allowing for when 
they overlap in meaning. However, the benefits of his distinctions outweigh that 
concern. He makes his case with thorough and helpful Scripture citations which at 
times are overwhelming to sift through. Some information could have been more 
helpfully placed in footnotes or charts so as not to impede the flow of his writing so 
much. He includes Greek biblical terms, but provides explanation for those not 
familiar with Greek. 

Troxel’s book is neither a systematic theological discourse nor a mere 
devotional. It dwells in the space between. This is not the sort of book to read through 
once at a quick pace. It is far better to take a chapter at a time, reading slowly, backing 
up as needed, and re-reading carefully. Look up the Bible citations. Highlight and 
make notes in it. Ponder your own heart in regard to what is being said. It is very 
much a pastoral work. It is a book accessible to all Christians, except perhaps the 
newest believers. Yet the content is such that even the more mature believer will 
benefit from reading it. 

A couple of examples show the poignancy of this book for believers. Much of 
Western thought, which even Christians imbibe far too uncritically, posits a fairly 
stark distinction between heart and mind, feeling and cognition - as if they can be 
compartmentalized from each other. Troxel reminds us of a more biblical view. “Such 
a false dichotomy is not just a form of anti-intellectualism; it is a misleading 
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antithesis because it seems to create the impression that the mind is somehow less 
spiritual or less noble than the affective or volitional part of who we are” (34).  He 
points to the common call (especially in the Wisdom literature) for the heart to 
“acquire wisdom.” Troxel continues, “In the believer, sin is a retreating yet dangerous 
foe.… What the heart enjoys is what the heart will explore.… All our knowledge is 
ethical and has an agenda” (47). 

Another example derives from the prevailing culture of victimhood. While the 
extreme forms of this may not plague the church, too often we make excuses for sin 
based on circumstance, family traits, or our Myers-Briggs results. Troxel is having 
none of that. “Your will is awakened by the first decision of the day, when that 
annoying sound tells you it is time to get up… whether we feel the lure of temptation 
or pray for strength to resist it, we will choose. This is where the battle for the control 
of our heart is won or lost… Your heart will either resist or submit to what you know 
and desire. It has to make a choice” (111-12). He goes on to depict the stubborn heart, 
the proud heart, the uncircumcised heart, and the weak heart before turning to the 
surrendered and strengthened heart. Even inaction is not excused. “There are times 
when our will refuses to commit and is determined to take no action.… Ironically, even 
the most passive people are exercising their will.… But God labels inaction 
‘disobedience.’ It is a heart that has become too compliant, through non-choosing 
choices” (117). 

Perhaps an unintended application of this book - though a happy one - is that 
it can be used in Biblical discipleship and counseling, particularly the latter. No, it 
does not speak to specific counseling issues such as addictions or relationships. But is 
not every counseling need at root a problem of the heart?  Troxel speaks to the 
rebellion of sin in our hearts, saying, “a rebellious heart can lead only to an 
increasingly hardened heart – one that becomes more and more calloused to God’s 
truth and less and less responsive to God’s voice” (129).  He also identifies a passive 
approach to sin. “The lack of discipline suggests a heart that is wayward, unregulated, 
errant, unstable, and blind.… It makes no difference if it is the result of repeated 
rebellion or continuous passiveness. The result is the same” (131). Whatever is wrong 
in the heart will manifest itself in our lives for good or ill. The Psalmist sums up our 
situation so well when he prays, “united my heart to fear your name” (Ps. 86:11b). 

Language is imprecise. Not only is the curse of Babel still doing its work in our 
midst, but sin also clouds our understanding of what others say.  We don’t even 
understand our own thoughts much of the time. Gaining clarity, especially Biblical 
clarity, with such important terms is something worth our study and effort. For that 
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reason, Troxel’s book is an important one. It will inform the mind. But more 
importantly it will encourage the heart in Christ. 

 
Kenneth McMullen 
Reformed Theological Seminary, Charlotte 
 
 
 
 
 
Albert N. Martin, Pastoral Theology, Volume 2: The Man of God: His Preaching and 
Teaching Labors. Montville, NJ: Trinity Pulpit Press, 2018. $32.50, clothbound. 
 
 
  

Forty years ago, I was a student pastor preaching weekly in four rural 
Tennessee churches. Lacking both a seminary education and field supervision, I was 
on my own and needed help. Books on preaching were a gift from God as they 
brought me through my first year in the pulpit. Since then, I have read at least two or 
three every year – a practice I commend to my seminary students. This practice of 
reading contributed to my maturity as a preacher. Without books, my ministry and 
preaching would be impoverished. 

Time spent talking about preaching with fellow ministers proved just as 
valuable. These informal conversations explored areas not mentioned in standard 
preaching texts: sanctuary architecture, climate control, comfortable seating, 
squirming children and their distracted parents, nurseries, devotional habits, the ups 
and downs of preaching – the list goes on. These exchanges left lasting impressions. 

Albert N. Martin’s The Man of God: His Preaching and Teaching Labors (the second 
of three volumes in pastoral theology) contains the instruction one expects in a 
homiletics textbook, as well as an array of those practical matters we preachers have 
on our minds. 

I have heard the author preach, both in person and recordings, but have never 
met him. Given the occasion, I would have asked him scores of questions. Who 
wouldn’t desire counsel from a man with forty-six years of experience in the same 
pulpit – as well as a guest preacher in many others? To my delight, he seemed to 
anticipate many of those questions. 
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In evaluating Martin’s book, the title is a good place to start: The Man of God: 
His Preaching and Teaching Labors. God’s minister is called to “labor in preaching and 
teaching” (1 Timothy 5:17). Preaching and teaching are the minister’s principal work 
(xi), and the author affirms what every godly minister knows to be true: preaching is 
hard work. 

Materials in volume two are arranged in three units, numbered 3-5 (there are 
eight units, consecutively numbered in the three-volume work).  

Unit Three presents seven axioms on preaching. Every sermon involves the 
proclamation, explanation, and application of scriptural truth (axiom 1). It is this 
kind preaching that the preacher’s congregation most needs (axiom 2). If this need is 
to be met, then sermons must have a clear structure (axiom 3) and contain specific 
references to the listener’s interior life and behaviors (axiom 4). Apt illustrations must 
be employed (axioms 5). Accessible language and appropriate sermon length are 
necessary if sermons are to edify (axioms 6-7).   

Unit Four considers sacred rhetoric, which involves the application of 
principles obtained from the study of general revelation to preaching. These include 
unity of discourse, diction, volume, and the tools of persuasion. General revelation 
aids the preacher, but is always subordinate to special revelation.   

After describing three types of sermons – topical-expository, textual-expository, 
and consecutive-expository - the author turns to sermon construction: reviewing the 
crafting of the sermon introduction, the body of each of the three types of sermons, 
and the sermon’s conclusion. Whichever type of sermon the preacher chooses, the 
preacher is obligated to explain and apply the text(s) upon which the sermon is built. 
A sermon not grounded in a text is not a sermon in any meaningful sense. 

Unit Five, “The Act of Preaching,” covers important matters related to the 
delivery of the sermon: the preacher’s relationship to God, to himself, and to his 
hearers. Attention is given to the pastor’s voice and physical activity in the pulpit. 
Opinions are offered on practical matters such as the physical condition, dress, and 
manners of the preachers, as well as how the physical environment in which a 
congregation gathers affects its reception of God’s preached word. 

Throughout the book, Martin brings readers to the touchstone of Scripture. 
Homiletics – the study of the preparation and delivery of sermons – “is a branch of 
theology, not a branch of the science of rhetoric” (3). While preachers may learn much 
about speaking from general revelation, it is the Scriptures that ultimately shape our 
understanding of preaching.  
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The author remains true to his own commitments about preaching as the 
proclamation, explanation, and application of biblical truth. He takes readers to 
numerous texts pertaining to the character and work of the preacher, the nature of 
preaching, and the challenges preachers face. He carefully explains and applies these 
texts to the preacher. It is refreshing to read a book on preaching that itself models 
the rigorous exegetical and applicatory disciplines encouraged by its author. 

Some of the book’s material is repetitive. Two examples: first, the same lengthy 
block quotation appears in two chapters (56, 184-85); secondly, whether the preacher 
is preaching a topical-expository, textual-expository, or consecutive-expository 
sermon, he must faithfully expound and apply his text, an obligation Martin dutifully 
repeats at various places in the nine chapters that deal with these three types of 
sermons. Repetitive material could have been condensed; but long before these 
chapters were a book, they were lectures to students, and good lecturers revisit critical 
points. These repetitions strengthen and reinforce important points.  

It’s a long book – 626 pages, excluding indices. But are we in such a hurry that 
we can’t stop and give ourselves to a sustained consideration of the pastor’s 
preeminent work? 

I am always looking for ideas to share with my students. Here are several:  
Piety. The pastor is a disciple before he is a preacher. For applications 

to be effective, the congregation must sense that the preacher has first applied 
the truth to his own heart. A preacher is on dangerous ground if he appeals to 
the consciences of his hearers without first appealing to his own (101-2). 
Among the disciplines the effective minister practices is a pleading before the 
Lord for the aid of the Holy Spirit (317-318, 343-344, 362-363).  

One of the strengths of the Puritan tradition – the tradition where the 
author firmly stands - is its emphasis on the affections. The earnest minister 
tends to his own heart, cultivating his own love for God and man and for that 
holiness of life to which God summons his people. Without a heart for the 
things of God, the preacher’s words will sound hollow, his attempts at 
persuasion will be without integrity, and his conscience will constantly accuse 
him that he has abandoned the love he had at first (Revelation 2:4).  

All of life is lived in the presence of God. The preacher must not forget 
that when he enters the pulpit, he preaches in the sight of God and will appear 
before God in judgment to give an account of his preaching ministry (472-75). 

Preparation. The preacher must be clear. The congregation should 
never be confused by disorderly structure or impenetrable language. Martin 
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asks, “What is the cause of convoluted sermons? I answer, careless and indolent 
preachers” (65). “Wrestle with your subject in the study,” advises James S. 
Stewart, “that there may be clarity in the pulpit (58).” Similarly, C.H. Spurgeon 
asserts that “when a man does not make me understand what he means, it is 
because he does not himself know what he means (59).” 

Feedback. Sermon feedback is indispensable. Without constructive 
criticism, pastors remain blind to matters of content and form that mar their 
preaching and keep their sermons from being as edifying as they should be 
(80). One test to determine whether a sermon outline is clear is to check with 
children after the service. Can they identify its main points (63)? 

Cultivating a heart disposition that humbly receives the criticism of 
competent and spiritually minded critics is necessary for the preacher who 
wants to grow in maturity and skills (354-355, 382-383). 

Limitations. “Our great task is to get the truth into men’s heads, while 
trusting God to get it into their hearts.” The benefits of a sermon might not 
become evident in a person’s life until long after the sermon was delivered (62).  

Frustration and sinful anger ensue when a pastor arrogates to himself 
the impossible role of transforming hearts. Preachers must be plodders, 
patiently waiting on the fruit of God’s word sown in the hearts of the 
congregation. 

Exclusion. One of the advantages of attending a seminary like RTS is that the 
student obtains solid exegetical skills that enable him to read the biblical text 
carefully. His studies of any biblical text will yield an abundance of treasures – more, 
in fact, than can be used in one sermon; the constraints of time and the capacity of the 
congregation prohibit this. Therefore, the preacher must learn the “discipline of 
exclusion,” prioritizing the fruits of his studies and prayerfully determining what can 
be included and what must be excluded in each sermon (55). 

Books. Throughout, Martin quotes extensively from numerous texts on 
preaching. Lengthy block quotations appear frequently and give readers a better sense 
of an author’s intent than would shorter ones. They serve as an introduction to the 
author’s work until a student or busy pastor has time to read it for himself. Among 
the many authors Martin cites and quotes are J.W. Alexander, John Broadus, Robert 
Lewis Dabney, Martyn Lloyd-Jones, J.C. Ryle, William Shedd, and C.H. Spurgeon. 

In the extended quotationsb I found many gems, like this one on simplicity in 
preaching from Bishop Ussher: “It is not difficult to make easy things appear hard; but 
to render hard things easy, is the hardest part of a good orator and preacher” (152). 
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Classic texts on preaching in the Reformed tradition should be prized by 
seminary students and, if not read in seminary, studied later. The regular and careful 
reading of substantial preaching texts forces ministers to think about the quality of 
their own pulpit labors.  

Environment. In his chapter, “The Preacher and His Relationship to the 
Physical Context of His Preaching,” Martin gives attention to issues like pulpit 
placement, ventilation, temperature control, sound quality, and the comfort of pews 
and chairs for both adults and children. These are not trivial matters. Each, if ignored, 
can interfere with the congregation’s attention to the sermon.  

Humility. The author writes that one of his “pulpit sins” has been, more than 
once, “crossing the line into coarseness in my preaching,” a public sin for which he 
publicly repented (157). We learn from the example of other preachers, both from 
their successes and their sins.  

Someone once told me that teaching homiletics is a “physician heal thyself” 
enterprise. That’s true in the mechanics of preaching – we often point out faults that 
we ourselves struggle to overcome – as well as pulpit sins that detract from our 
sermons and, consequently, the glory of God. Young preachers need examples of men 
who own their errors and sins, and by God’s grace, turn from them.  

I enthusiastically recommend this book. That doesn’t mean there weren’t 
places where I found myself in disagreement with the author. During one sermon at a 
college, he directly addressed a young lady in the back row who was not paying 
attention to his sermon but brushing her hair (601-2). The student’s behavior was 
indefensible, but when a speaker singles out an individual, he’s taken the 
congregation away from his message, confused people who are unaware of the 
misbehavior, and perhaps even generated sympathy or embarrassment for the person 
who has acted badly. In these situations, I am of the opinion that the speaker should 
just continue with his message and leave correction of the errant behavior to the host.   

The concerns I have are few and minor. Reformed preachers will find this book 
unapologetically committed to preaching that is faithful to the Scriptures, sound in 
doctrine, and evangelical in content and tone. Helpful, informative, and encouraging, 
it will enrich those who “labor in preaching and teaching.” 

 
Charles Malcolm Wingard 
Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson 
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Short Notices 
 

Cory C. Brock. Orthodox yet Modern: Herman Bavinck’s Use of Friedrich 
Schleiermacher. Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2020. $28.99, paper. 
 

Brock’s book follows up on the fall of the two-Bavinck thesis that called 
readers to choose between one of two Bavincks: an orthodox Bavinck who resisted 
modern thought, on the one hand, or a modern Bavinck who assimilated novel 
philosophical ideas for the sake of cultural activism, on the other. With the 
scholarship of Brian Mattson and James Eglinton as a launching pad, Brock asks the 
constructive and positive question: in what way was Bavinck a unified thinker who 
stood on orthodoxy while synthesizing modern philosophical ideas? Defining modern 
theology as a post-Kantian theology dependent on the work of F. D. E. 
Schleiermacher, Brock details the way in which Bavinck utilized Schleiermacher’s 
philosophical grammar for his own orthodox ends. Indeed, Bavinck argued that 
Schleiermacher was “deeply misunderstood” and that all subsequent theology is now 
“dependent on him,” while remaining critical of the major moves in Schleiermacher’s 
dogmatics. 

Brock’s study thus involves both a historical and theological analysis. 
Historically, Brock traces the way in which Schleiermacher’s thought was received in 
the Netherlands – from Berlin to Kampen – through the ethical and mediating 
theologians – and ultimately to Bavinck (and Kuyper) themselves. Theologically, 
Brock shows how Bavinck understood Schleiermacher to be drawing from 
Augustinian notions of the self and consciousness, and that Schleiermacher’s 
philosophy could be enfolded to articulate a reworked and neo-Calvinist theology of 
general revelation and common grace. What emerges, then, is that Bavinck is an 
orthodox yet modern figure, which explains why these first-generation neo-Calvinists 
were often accused by their contemporaries of having a “double-minded” standpoint 
of being neither truly orthodox nor truly modern.  
 Cory Brock and I studied at the University of Edinburgh together under James 
Eglinton’s supervision. We felt then, and continue to feel, that we are only now 
catching up on the synthetic and holistic vision of Bavinck and Kuyper and their 
desire to engage the contemporary challenges of their own day. Brock’s book is a 
wonderful entryway into this emerging picture. 
 
Gray Sutanto 
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Vos, Geerhardus. Reformed Dogmatics. Single-volume edition. Transl. and ed. by 
Richard B. Gaffin, Jr. Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2020. viii, 1274 pages. 
$59.99, cloth. 
 

From 2012 to 2016 Lexham Press released the long-awaited English translation 
of Geerhardus Vos’s Reformed Dogmatics. These were lectures notes from his teaching 
systematic theology at Calvin Seminary before he took the post of Professor of Biblical 
Theology at Princeton Seminary in 1892.  Those familiar with the set will know that 
Vos’s presentation of dogmatics is arranged in catechetical fashion: each section 
begins with a question that follows with Vos’s exposition on the topic. 

Should owners of the five-volume set now switch to this newly released 
cumulative edition?  That depends. Certainly the cumulative indexes are beneficial. 
This includes subject/author and Scripture indexes, and also an index to the 1171 
questions. Remarkably, the identical material in the five-volume set that took up 
nearly five inches of shelf space now occupies less than an inch and half in the 
combined volume. So the new format offers considerable portability and convenience, 
but perhaps at the cost of durability. The cumulation has the look and feel of a 
thinline Bible. The paper is so thin that the texts on the reverse side and the 
subsequent page bleed through. This is a distraction that may frustrate sustained 
reading and restrict readers who are given to underlining and commenting in 
marginalia. 
 
John Muether 
  
J. V. Fesko, The Need for Creeds Today: Confessional Faith in a Faithless Age. Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2020. 
 
John Fesko has written a brief defense of confessionalism which highlights its 
importance in the life of the church. Individualism and revivalism characterize the 
American religious experience, and these two characteristics view creeds with 
skepticism and hostility. Instead of abandoning creeds, Fesko argues that the Church 
should practice what G.K. Chesterton called, “the democracy of the dead” and 
embrace them. He lays out his case by first presenting the biblical mandate for creeds 
examining eight passages of Scripture which command the church to create creeds 
and confessions that preserve and pass down the faith to future generations. He then 
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gives a brief history of how the reformed creeds came to be and why they have fallen 
out of favor amongst Christians. Religiously motivated war and Enlightenment 
thinking have led many to believe that creeds cause more problems than they solve. 
Instead of denying that creeds have been misused and can create genuine problems, 
Fesko examines how these problems can be avoided. Next, he describes three benefits 
of creeds. They draw lines between orthodoxy and heterodoxy. They draw circles or 
boundaries which foster diversified orthodoxy. And they codify the church’s teaching 
so that it can be passed down. He concludes with a warning from an episode of near 
dueling that took place during the Synod of Dort.  
 
Michael Farrell 
 
Beeke, Joel R. and Paul M. Smalley.  Reformed Systematic Theology: Volume 2, Man 
and Christ. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020.  1,359 p. 
 

This is the second volume of four anticipated in Beeke’s systematic theology 
(written with his aide and collaborator Smalley).  The first (2019) covered the 
doctrines of revelation and God.  Here he covers anthropology and Christology in this 
second hefty volume. Crossway has priced these reasonably for large hardbacks, but 
they are still an investment for those with limited book funds. Despite the length of 
Beeke’s work, he has sought to keep the language accessible to a wide variety of 
readers.  He also aspires to write first and foremost for the church (though he is not 
alone in that desire).  Each chapter closes with a list of study questions, some for 
beginners with added questions for more advanced students.  Scripture citations are 
copious. Occasional excurses allow for added study of challenging doctrinal points. 

Perhaps the best way to understand Beeke’s work is to view it in the context of 
his life of study of the Puritans.  Here is theology distilled in the casks of Puritan 
experiential theology at its best.  Very few will ever have the time to read much less 
systematize such a rich store of theology.  In that regard, Beeke and Smalley have done 
the hard work for us, providing volumes which ought to endure over time, as they are 
not systematic theology done for the contemporary moment, but for the church of all 
ages. 
 
Ken McMullen 
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