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NOTHING NEW UNDER THE SUN: BIBLICAL SYNTHESIS  

WITH GENERATIVE AI 

 Frank P. Spadaro 

Master of Arts in Biblical Studies Candidate 

 

Introduction 

Imagine a tool that can create computer code, generate novel 

images, and synthesize disparate data into meaningful information. 

This tool could also perform tedious tasks within a fraction of the time, 

format information with little user effort, and craft meaningful and 

persuasive output. As you imagine this unicorn tool, do you also feel 

some uneasiness? Perhaps even fear as to what may be lost using this 

tool?   

The tool is real. It is no longer a unicorn. Generative Artificial 

Intelligence (Gen AI or AI) is here and already in practical use. “47% 

of respondents invested in Gen AI for customer-facing functions, such 

as sales, marketing and customer service. IT functions were also a 

common area where generative AI investments take place, which 

includes software development, infrastructure and operations.” 
1
 John 

Burke (CTO at Nemertes, an emerging technology analysis company) 

also notes other areas of AI use, including entertainment and 

pharmaceuticals.  

The tool is real, and the fear is profound, especially among 

those identifying as Christians. Barna Group reports Christians are 11% 

less likely to view AI as positive tool and 57% do not perceive AI as 

good for the church.
2
 Beyond general apprehension about Gen AI in 

church, there are concerns about the impact on theology and 

Christianity. Jason Thacker, MDiv and expert on AI within the 

Southern Baptist Convention, concurs and notes, “While the benefits of 

AI are many, the threat to human dignity is real and must be addressed 

by thoughtful Christians.”
3
 Jake Doberenz, Master ThM, is aware of the 

felt trepidation, and recommends we take a spiritual tact when 

approaching the subject. “Some of those who doubt any legitimate use 

                                                           
1
 John Burke, “Successful Generative AI Examples and Tools Worth 

Noting,” Enterprise AI (TechTarget, October 20, 2023), 

https://www.techtarget.com/searchenterpriseai/tip/Successful-generative-AI-

examples-worth-noting. 
2
 “How U.S. Christians Feel about AI & the Church,” Barna Group, 

November 8, 2023, https://www.barna.com/research/christians-ai-church/. 
3
 Jason Thacker, The Age of AI: Artificial Intelligence and the Future 

of Humanity (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2020), 30. 
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of artificial intelligence in business, life, or ministry are probably 

sitting in the pews at your church. Theologically considering 

technologies from a Christian perspective is thus crucial.”
4
 Doberenz 

has served as a minster and his company, Theophany Media, has a 

specialty in helping outreach through novel media.  

This paper will demonstrate that Generative Artificial 

Intelligence (Gen AI or AI) tools are useful for studying the Bible, 

accelerating understanding, and synthesizing new perspectives when 

the limitations of Gen AI are understood, and the user has the skills and 

knowledge necessary to interact with the system. Firstly, we will at a 

general (and non-technical) level understand what Gen AI is and does. 

It is important that we also review standard exegetical approaches to 

God’s word to ensure a solid foundation. Our journey will take us to the 

limitations of Artificial Intelligence, including experiments and results. 

Once the limitations are understood we can assess the user’s 

responsibilities, both practical and spiritual, when leveraging AI 

systems. Finally, we address the question, when and how is Gen AI 

useful as a tool for supporting and /or developing our Christian faith 

and how can it better amplify us as image bearers of the Creator? We 

will see that the challenges we face with Generative AI are as 

Ecclesiastes 1:9 (CSB) reads, “nothing new under the sun.”   

  

What is AI? 

Generative AI is comprised of components which allow the 

system to output novel content. The components consist of training 

input (data and user feedback), algorithms (Large Language Models or 

LLMs) which connect words, phrases, and concepts, and a Natural 

Language Processing (NLP) to provide meaningful human dialogue.
5
 

Unfortunately, the definition of what AI is, alone, is not helpful. What 

does it do? And how does it do it? is a better approach. AI takes the 

user question or observation or request into a prompt in human 

understandable language. The system then runs the prompt through its 

backend processes, matching and mapping what the user input to what 

is known in the data. The mapping is more than simple if-then-else 

logic, the mapping is dynamic and fuzzy (not rigidly set) and allows for 

innovative synthesis of data. It then fulfills the request with a human 

readable output. The dataset or training material can be anything, 

including the Bible, commentaries, writings of theologians, and many 

                                                           
4
 Jake Doberenz, AI in Church and Ministry: Applications of Artificial 

Intelligence (Theophany Media, 2024), 24. 
5
 “Glossary of Terms: Generative AI Basics,” MIT Sloan Teaching & 

Learning Technologies, August 30, 2023, 

https://mitsloanedtech.mit.edu/ai/basics/glossary/. 



3  

of the other sources often used by Christians. The output can be fresh 

comparisons and contrasts, tables of adjoining information, pattern 

identification, and even pictures. “In general, generative AI operates in 

three phases: Training, to create a foundation model. Tuning, to adapt 

the model to a specific application. Generation, evaluation and more 

tuning, to improve accuracy.”
6
 

Limitations of Generative AI 

Generative AI is not without issues. Because it requires outside 

input (training and tuning) it is susceptible to the influence of what it is 

fed. If the beginning data (training) has bias or inaccuracies, the system 

will likely output bias
7
 
8
 and erroneous feedback. If the training or 

tuning contains ambiguous connections in its language model, the 

system may return suspect information or hallucinate.
9
 Let’s explore 

the betrothal type scene as written by Robert Alter, Emeritus Professor 

of Hebrew and Comparative Literature at UC Berkley. When prompting 

Copilot with, “Provide two examples each of the betrothal type scene
10

 

in the Apocrypha and the New Testament.” (using the Creative setting 

on a personal account with no plugins) the system responded with 

Tobit, 7:9-14 (missing the necessary well or water component for a 

betrothal scene), Judith 8:2-8 (not a type scene), Matthew 1:18-25 

(annunciation of a hero type scene, but not betrothal), and John 4:7-26 

(correctly identified as a betrothal type scene). 
11

 Thus, the responses 

range from correct to containing some elements of right to wrong.  

Bias can also create limitations in AI responses. When Copilot 

is prompted with, “Tell me how immersion is part of the salvation 

process in the bible.”, the responses were about symbolism, public 

                                                           
6
 “What Is Artificial Intelligence (AI)?,” Ibm.com, August 9, 2024, 

https://www.ibm.com/topics/artificial-intelligence. 
7
 Amy Kraft, “Microsoft Shuts down AI Chatbot after It Turned into a 

Nazi,” CBS News, March 24, 2016, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/microsoft-

shuts-down-ai-chatbot-after-it-turned-into-racist-nazi/. 
8
 Cindy Gordon, “Google Pauses Gemini AI Model after Latest 

Debacle,” Forbes, February 29, 2024, 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/cindygordon/2024/02/29/google-latest-debacle-

has-paused-gemini-ai-model/. 
9
 “Glossary of Terms: Generative AI Basics,” MIT Sloan Teaching & 

Learning Technologies, August 30, 2023, 

https://mitsloanedtech.mit.edu/ai/basics/glossary/. 
10

 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 2nd ed. (London, 

England: Basic Books, 2011), 77. 
11

 Text generated by CoPilot, Microsoft, September 14, 2024, 

https://copilot.microsoft.com/. 
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declaration of faith, and obedience.
12

 As an aside, it mentioned that 

some groups consider baptism necessary. The three listed sources for 

the response included two Calvinist sources and one Catholic origin. 

My prompt was itself biased (assuming baptism was part of the 

salvation process) and the sources cited referred more to commentators 

than the Bible. Whether you believe immersion is merely a symbol or 

effective component of the salvation process, the AI response requires 

unpacking and is not complete or exhaustive.  

When attempting to, “Map the chiastic structure of the sermon 

on the mount.”, Copilot responded with an image of a map. The second 

time it was prompted it showed an image of a man on a hill speaking to 

a crowd. The response was detached from the prompt’s intended 

subject. I changed the prompt to remove the word, “map,” to “I want 

the literary structure of the sermon on the mount. Identify any chiastic 

sections.” The response was reasonable and showed some of the 

chiastic structure in the sermon on the mount.
13

  

The questions used as prompts above and the ability to discern 

accuracy require the user to practice responsible exegetical processes. 

The limitations of Generative AI are often sourced from the users’ 

limitations. The power of Generative AI is wielded by those users who 

are disciplined in understanding what the original author and audience 

would have intended and understood, respectively.
14

 

 

Exegetical Concerns  

Each genre within the inspired word of God demands a distinct 

approach. The Bible was not written in a vacuum, nor do we read the 

Bible in a vacuum. Sola Scriptura requires more than sola scriptura. To 

interpret the scriptures we must consider context, both internal and 

external. The reader should diligently answer questions about who 

wrote the piece, who was the intended audience, when was it written, 

where did it take place, where was it written, and why was it written 

(the occasion). Finally, a keen analysis of the structures of the text will 

also help determine meaning.
15

 

Unless the user of and AI system understands principles of 

interpreting scripture, she will not understand or be able to vet the 

output. Even the prompts (questions asked to the AI system) may be 

                                                           
12

 Ibid. 
13

 Text generated by CoPilot, Microsoft, September 14, 2024, 

https://copilot.microsoft.com/. 
14

 Douglas Stuart and Gordon D. Fee, How to Read the Bible for All 

Its Worth: Fourth Edition (Kentwood, MI: Zondervan, 2014), 21. 
15

 Ibid. 24.  



5  

dubious. When Gemini was prompted with, “Why do Genesis 24 and 

Genesis 29 repeat the same story?”, the (abbreviated) response follows.   

 

There is a common misconception that Genesis 24 and 29 tell 

the same story. While both chapters involve marriages arranged 

by parents and the meeting of a potential spouse, they are 

distinct narratives with different characters and settings. 

It's possible that the similarity in the general theme of arranged 

marriages and the meeting of a future spouse might have led to 

confusion. However, a careful reading of both chapters reveals 

their unique details and contributions to the overall biblical 

narrative.
16

 

The prompt assumes Genesis 24 and Genesis 29 repeat the same story 

(they do not) and AI calls out each account as distinct. However, the 

source of the distinction provided by Gemini leans on arranged 

marriages. The plain interpretation indicates neither of the marriages 

were arranged, but the potential spouses were unknown. This could not 

be the source of commonality between the scenes.  

 If the user applies exegetical analysis to the two passages, they 

will know that the similarities are intentional and serve a purpose. The 

intention is to leverage a common story (betrothal scene
17

) to highlight 

distinct arcs for each character and their role in the larger covenant 

story. Thus, the informed user would use a prompt that incorporates this 

known interpretive process and question the response given above.  

 

Gen AI User Responsibility: Thoughtful and Diligent Prompts 

 We have established the nature of Gen AI limitations. We also 

know that the user has responsibilities when operating the system. How 

do we synthesize limitations and responsibilities into a recipe for 

successful Gen AI usage? Artificial Intelligence data deficiencies can 

be mitigated by a diligent user who knows her subject (in this case, the 

Bible and information pertinent to biblical studies), who practices 

inputting informed prompts (questions to the system), and is able to 

elicit the underlying sources from the system (if not given voluntarily).  

 Knowing the Bible and how to wield it correctly when 

discerning the relevance of data is important in validating good AI 

responses, rejecting incorrect responses, and digging deeper on 

complex subjects. Using Genesis chapters 1-11 as an example, Meta AI 

                                                           
16

 Text generated by, Gemini, Google, September 22, 2024, 

https://gemini.google.com/app/. 
17

 Robert Alter, Biblical Narrative, 79-85. 
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responds to the following prompt, “Create a short summary of Genesis 

1-11. Put the response in a paragraph.” with the following.  

Here's a brief summary of Genesis 1-11: 

Genesis 1-11 recounts the creation of the world and humanity's 

early history. God creates the world and the first humans, 

Adam and Eve, in six days, resting on the seventh day to 

establish the Sabbath. However, Adam and Eve's disobedience 

in the Garden of Eden introduces sin, leading to their 

expulsion. The early descendants of Adam, including Cain and 

Abel, continue the narrative, marked by violence and 

corruption. God responds by destroying the wicked world with 

a flood, saving only Noah's family and two of every animal, 

and establishing a covenant with Noah. After the flood, the 

narrative describes the table of nations, tracing the descendants 

of Noah's sons, and humanity's attempt to build the Tower of 

Babel, resulting in God confusing languages and scattering 

humanity. This foundational section introduces themes of 

creation, sin, redemption, and God's relationship with 

humanity, setting the stage for the rest of the Bible.
18

 

The response is generally accurate. The Bible student may proceed to 

research a comparative analysis of the Genesis account of the flood 

with the ancient Mesopotamian creation and flood stories, looking for 

how they intersect as well as their distinctions. The reader’s own 

understanding is not set aside when using Gen AI but is leveraged for 

deeper queries and more synthesized results.  

Relatively few Bible readers are familiar with the world of the 

ancient Near East, centered in Mesopotamia and its most 

prominent city, Babylon. Egypt is crucial too, as this is where 

the Hebrews spent several centuries leading up to the Exodus. 

Lack of knowledge of the ancient world is unfortunate, because 

all too often it leaves the primeval narrative as a collection of 

Sunday school stories. What is lost is an awareness of the 

radical nature of the Genesis writer’s retelling of the 

background narrative.
19

 

                                                           
18

 Text generated by Meta AI, Meta AI, October 5, 2024, 

https://www.meta.ai/. 
19

 Paul Copan and Douglas Jacoby, Origins: The Ancient Impact and 

Modern Implications of Genesis 1-11 (Newport News, VA: Morgan James 

Faith, 2019), 12.  
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 Creating a synthesized result in AI will require a crafted 

prompt to produce an easily consumed and accurate output. The prompt 

follows.    

Create a table of comparisons and contrasts of Genesis 1-11 

creation and flood accounts with other ancient Mesopotamian 

sources. Sources will be the column headers. Each row will be 

an attribute compared and contrasted. Include source locations 

(chapter and verse) for each document's attribute. Include why 

some attributes are similar or different. Combine the Epic of 

Gilgamesh and Atra-Khasis into one column. Do not include 

the Sumerian King list. Focus on the following attributes: 

Creator Deity, Seven-Day Creation, First Humans, Human 

Purpose, and Flood Cause.
20

 

Note that the prompt requires the user to engage in the subject and not 

abdicate research to the AI system. The prompt also guides the system 

to address specific observations from the user and neatly display them. 

The specificity of the request also forced the system to provide sources.  

Spiritual Considerations of Using Gen AI in Bible Study 

 The Bible is more than a collection of individual stories, 

scrolls, letters, and writings. The BibleProject summarizes one of the 

major threads in scriptures, ““The Bible is a unified story that leads to 

Jesus.” And this isn’t just what we believe at BibleProject, it also 

describes a robust paradigm for how we engage with Scripture.”
21

 We 

engage with the word of God to connect stories as parts of a greater 

whole. Bible study is more than informational or academic, it is 

relational. We must know the source of the scriptures (1 Tim 3:16) and 

internalize (Heb 4:12) what we read. The exercise of engaging directly 

with the Bible (Rom 10:17) is part of our faith journey. Overreliance on 

Gen AI may short circuit the process.  

 Gen 1:27 tells us that we are made in God’s image. Humans 

have a unique relationship with YHWH. Our connection with Him is 

more than knowing about Him; it is knowing Him and growing into the 

image He intended for us (Rom 8:24-25). As we hear and read the 

words of the Bible, it stirs God’s image within us (1 John 1:1-4) and we 

are drawn more into community with one another and the trinity. 

Caution should be applied if we introduce an intermediary between 

                                                           
20

 The response is in Appendix A due to length and to preserve source 

system formatting for demonstration.  
21

 “About,” Bibleproject.com, accessed October 12, 2024, 

https://bibleproject.com/about/. 
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Figure 1: Text Output Generated by CoPilot, Microsoft, October 26, 2024, 

https://copilot.microsoft.com/. 

scripture and our reading. Gen AI, if used without consideration, could 

become that indiscriminate intermediary.  

 Another consideration in using the Bible for spiritual 

development are the disciplines of meditation
22

 and study.
23

 Meditation 

scriptures call on the reader to internalize, reflect, and find joy in God’s 

commands and presence. Meditation is an internal and personal 

process. It drives intrinsic motivation. The outcome of realization from 

meditation is personal joy and YHWH’s pleasure. Study, similarly, has 

a personal component. When we dive into the scriptures and immerse 

ourselves in the stories and accounts, we should come away changed, 

ready for action, and grateful. The Bible shares the relational 

expectations of The Creator which are the impetus for our growth. 

There is a risk of circumventing these intimate relational disciplines by 

leveraging Generative AI and missing the richness found in quiet 

consideration of God’s message.   

 As meditation and study impact our vertical relationship with 

deity, so do the disciplines of mentorship and spiritual guidance impact 

our horizontal relationships with brothers and sisters in Christ. Mt 

28:19-20 commands us to teach others (and by implication, we too 

should be taught) to obey Christ’s commands. Spiritual counselors and 

fellowship in life are the patterns of the New Testament. Horizontal 

relationships are essential for spiritual growth. Gen AI can emulate, but 

not replace those relationships. Caution is appropriate if we substitute 

human relationships with AI responses. 

                                                           
22

 Joshua 1:8, Psalm 1:1-2, Psalm 119:15-16, Psalm 119:97, Psalm 

143:5, Psalm 19:14, Philippians 4:8 
23

 Psalm 119:105, Psalm 119:11, 2 Timothy 2:15, Colossians 3:16, 

Hebrews 4:12, James 1:22-25, Proverbs 4:20-22 
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Advantages and Use Cases of Gen AI in Bible Study 

Despite the previously identified risks associated with using 

Gen AI, there are also great benefits. If AI is a tool, then it is the user’s 

responsibility to know when to use the tool. The use cases below grow 

in efficacy in relation to the user’s knowledge and arguably, wisdom. 

Often the student of the Bible has a grasp of related information but 

needs it to be easily consumed and visually comprehended. Gen AI 

provides an easy way to create tables and outlines with comparative 

and contrasting ideas. It can also produce the output per the user’s 

(human understandable) language and does not require knowledge of 

other applications or complex data systems. AI will fill the gap between 

the prompter’s technical deficiencies and more complex requests and 

descriptions. We will prompt CoPilot with the following. “Create a 

table of Seleucid rulers and the corresponding high priest. Include dates 

of the rulers' reigns and high priests' appointment year. Order by 

earliest to latest date.” The response is captured in the Figure 1.  

Visually, the table provides an easy way to correlate the Seleucid ruler 

and which high priest(s) they appointed and worked with, providing 

insight into the spiritual and secular leadership of Israel during the late 

Intertestamental Period.  

Gen AI also allows for easier topic and synthesized searches. 

Manually stitching topic searches can be tedious and time consuming. 

Using simple prompts can accelerate creating lists of scriptures for 

thematic investigation. For example, when prompting CoPilot, “Create 

a short list (5 items) on the topic of the red heifer in the Bible. Include 

the scripture, significance of the reference and possible symbolism.”, it 

returns a list that not only captures the words red heifer, but also the 

concept (Heb:13-14).
24

 We can also more readily synthesize seemingly 

disparate ideas into a cohesive set of thoughts. “Create a table of 

intersections of the concept of the scapegoat, Israel, and Jesus, noting 

the reference scripture. Include comparisons and contrasts. Add the 

juxtaposition of the wilderness component to the analysis.” The output 

follows. 

 

Concept Scapegoat Israel Jesus 

Reference 

Scripture 

Leviticus 16:8-

10, 21-22 

Isaiah 43:1-4, 

Hosea 11:1 

Isaiah 53:4-6, 

Matthew 27:32-34 

Comparison Both the Israel was chosen by Both the scapegoat 

                                                           
24

 See Appendix B for text. 
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scapegoat and 

Jesus were 

designated to bear 

the sins of others. 

God to be His people, 

a role with both 

privilege and 

responsibility, similar 

to Jesus' role as the 

Messiah. 

and Jesus 

experienced rejection 

and suffering. 

Contrast The scapegoat 

was sent away to 

die, while Jesus' 

sacrifice was 

voluntary and led 

to resurrection. 

Israel often failed to 

live up to God's 

expectations, while 

Jesus perfectly 

fulfilled His role. 

The scapegoat's fate 

was permanent, 

while Jesus' sacrifice 

brought about eternal 

redemption. 

Wilderness 

Component 

The scapegoat 

was sent into the 

wilderness, 

symbolizing a 

place of isolation 

and desolation. 

Israel wandered in 

the wilderness for 40 

years, a period of 

testing and 

purification. 

Jesus spent 40 days 

in the wilderness, 

where he was 

tempted by Satan, 

foreshadowing His 

ultimate sacrifice.
 25

 

Another creative use for Generative AI is using it to interpret 

the Bible and spiritual subjects through lenses other than our own. 

Joshua Lindsey, professor at Master's Baptist College, demonstrates 

using AI to emulate discussions with various denominational 

ministers.
26

 The results allow a more natural conversational style to 

research from another perspective. Configuring Gen AI to debate topics 

is another way to explore different thought patterns. Jon Oleksiuk
 

(online producer and director) has produced several videos pitting one 

AI instance against another AI instance in traditional theological and 

biblical debates, 
27

 thus exposing the viewer to classical arguments with 

logic sans emotion.  

Conclusion(s) 

As already mentioned, the challenges with Gen AI are no 

different than other disruptive technologies; “there is nothing new 

                                                           
25

 Text generated by Gemini, Google, October 26, 2024, 

https://gemini.google.com. 
26

 Joshua Lindsey, "Artificial Intelligence Attempts to Imitate 

Ministers," Ready to Harvest, April 25, 2024, video, 27:04, 

https://youtu.be/YpU_0IWW7xw?si=r3-5Olr6n3ce9ZF7. 
27

 Jon Oleksiuk, Jesus Is God? AI Debates Christian vs. 

Muslim (YouTube, 2024), 

https://youtu.be/GOOgHN24WcQ?si=FxJP2xVsOBDJpu5X 
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under the sun.”
28

 Thacker reminds us, “Technology is a tool that helps 

us live out our God-given callings. This is one of the most important 

things for us to learn as we engage the topic of technology and artificial 

intelligence.”
29

 What other tools and technologies have shaped how we 

study and engage with the Word of God? What challenges has mankind 

had with previous innovations? The discussion turns now to how 

people have navigated the printing press, commentaries, and even the 

public delivery of God’s word.  

The Bereans model conscientious engagement with the 

scriptures. Acts 17:11 (CSB) reads, “The people here were of more 

noble character than those in Thessalonica, since they received the 

word with eagerness and examined the Scriptures daily to see if these 

things were so.” The people of Berea took time to verify what was 

preached by Paul and company. Regardless of the source, whether Gen 

AI or Paul the Apostle publicly preaching, the message receiver has a 

responsibility to test and verify what is said or written from the Bible. 

The Bereans also did not allow Paul to become an intermediary 

between them and the scriptures. They were eager to directly engage 

with the text. If Paul’s message called for scrutiny and direct interaction 

with the Word of God, then Gen AI demands the same.  

Commentaries on scripture have existed for centuries. These 

written perspectives and opinions on the Bible by men are helpful tools 

that many Christians often leverage. Before using a commentary, the 

reader should read the scripture, become familiar with the context and 

background, pray, and engage the scripture. Gen AI can also generate 

commentary, and the same best practices apply. The reader of the 

commentary and the user of an AI system have the same burden of 

responsibility to be informed. If one reads a Scofield Reference Bible, 

she should know that the commentary has a heavy bias toward young 

earth creationism, dispensationalism, and premillennialism. Similarly, 

using AI requires the user to have domain knowledge to understand the 

bias of generated answers.    

The printing press was a disruptive technology allowing mass 

production of written works. This technology could also propagate 

errors more rapidly and with broader reach than scribed documents. In 

1631, a King James Bible reprint by Barker and Lucas, was released. It 

became known (among other names) as the Sinners Bible, because of a 

mistype in Exodus 20:14 which changed a prohibition on adultery to a 

command for infidelity.
30

 Gen AI also makes mistakes. However, just 

                                                           
28

 Ecclesiastes 1:19 (CSB) 
29

 Thacker, Age of AI, 20. 
30

 Alison Flood, “Extremely Rare Wicked Bible Goes on Sale,” The 

Guardian, October 21, 2015, 
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as we did not stop using the printing press because of mistypes, we 

cannot dismiss AI because of errors it produces. Again, it is the 

responsibility of the user to be informed and to wield God’s word 

diligently.  

Generative AI is a new tool for students of the Bible. Though it 

is new, it presents the same challenges and demands on the user that 

previous technological and scripture delivery methods have presented. 

The student of the Bible must engage God’s word, know how to 

exegete scriptures, understand context, and be able to formulate 

questions that are meaningful. The medium has changed, but the 

principles have not. Gen AI is an excellent tool for synthesis, advancing 

and accelerating study, and making information from the Bible easier to 

consume. The serious Bible student should dedicate time to learning 

how to use this tool and embrace it.  

Appendix A 

Here is the table comparing and contrasting the Genesis 1-11 creation 

and flood accounts with other ancient Mesopotamian sources: 

Attribute Genesis 1-11 Enuma Elish 

(Babylonian) 

Epic of 

Gilgamesh/Atra-

Khasis (Babylonian) 

Creator 

Deity 

Gen 1:1 

(Elohim, one 

God) 

Enuma Elish, 

Tablet I (Marduk, 

chief god) 

Epic of Gilgamesh, 

Tablet I (Enlil, Enki, 

etc., multiple gods) 

Seven-Day 

Creation 

Gen 1:3-2:3 

(seven days) 

Enuma Elish, 

Tablet VI-VII 

(seven tablets, not 

days) 

 

First 

Humans 

Gen 1:26-27, 

2:7 (Adam, 

created in 

God's image) 

Enuma Elish, 

Tablet VI (Lullu, 

created to serve 

gods) 

Atra-Khasis, Tablet I 

(humans created to 

alleviate gods' 

workload) 

Human 

Purpose 

Gen 1:28, 

2:15 

(stewardship, 

care for 

creation) 

Enuma Elish, 

Tablet VI (serve 

gods, maintain 

order) 

Epic of Gilgamesh, 

Tablet XI (serve 

gods, seek 

immortality) 

Flood 

Cause 

Gen 6:5-8, 

7:1-10 

(human 

wickedness, 

 Atra-Khasis, Tablet 

III (gods' noise, 

overpopulation), 

Epic of Gilgamesh, 

                                                                                                                               
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/oct/21/rare-sinners-bible-on-sale-

bonhams-auction. 
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corruption) Tablet XI (gods' fear, 

human noise) 

 

Sources: 

 Genesis 1-11 (Bible) 

 Enuma Elish (Babylonian creation myth, circa 1100 BCE) 

o Translated by E. A. Speiser (in Ancient Near Eastern 

Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 1950) 

 Epic of Gilgamesh/Atra-Khasis (Babylonian epic and flood 

myth, circa 2100-1600 BCE) 

o Translated by E. A. Speiser and W. G. Lambert and A. 

R. Millard (in Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to 

the Old Testament, 1950) 

Notes: 

 The similarities between Genesis and Mesopotamian sources 

suggest shared ancient Near Eastern cultural and literary 

motifs. 

 The differences highlight distinct theological and philosophical 

perspectives: Genesis emphasizes monotheism, human dignity, 

and moral responsibility, while Mesopotamian sources focus on 

polytheism, human servitude, and divine motivations.
31

 
32

 

Appendix B 

1. Numbers 19:2 

 Scripture: "Tell the people of Israel to bring you a r

ed heifer without defect..." 

 Significance: The red heifer's ashes were used for p

urification from sin. 

 Possible Symbolism: Purity and cleansing; represe

nts the ultimate sacrifice. 

2. Numbers 19:6 

 Scripture: "The priest is to take cedar wood, hysso

p, and scarlet wool and throw them onto the burnin

g heifer." 
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32
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 Significance: Incorporates various elements during

 the sacrificial process. 

 Possible Symbolism: The red heifer symbolizes the

 sacrifice needed for purification. 

3. Hebrews 9:13-14 

 Scripture: "The blood of goats and bulls and the as

hes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are ceremon

ially unclean sanctify them..." 

 Significance: Highlights the Old Testament rituals 

and their temporary cleansing power. 

 Possible Symbolism: Prefigures the ultimate sacrifi

ce of Christ. 

4. Numbers 19:9 

 Scripture: "A man who is clean shall gather up the 

ashes of the heifer and put them in a ceremonially 

clean place..." 

 Significance: Emphasizes the careful handling and 

significance of the purification process. 

 Possible Symbolism: Represents ongoing, diligent 

effort in maintaining spiritual purity. 

5. Numbers 19:17 

 Scripture: "For the unclean person, put some ashes 

from the burned purification offering into a jar and 

pour fresh water over them." 

 Significance: Used to purify those who have beco

me ritually unclean. 

 Possible Symbolism: Symbolizes the cleansing po

wer of faith and repentance.
33
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THE SABBATICAL YEAR IN DEUTERONOMY 15:  

AN EXEGETICAL EXPLORATION OF GOD’S ECONOMIC  
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Introduction 

 

“ הְיֶה־בְךָ֖  ִֽ א י  י ל ֹ֥ ִּ֛ פֶס כ  אֶבְי֑וֹןאֶֶ֕ " 

“There will be no one needy among you.” Deuteronomy 15:4a. 

 

In a world that screams for social justice, equity, and equality, 

knowing how much God addresses wealth, poverty, and social justice 

in His Word is surprising and thought-provoking. Bryan R. Dyer, in 

“Good News to the Poor,” states that “this notion of social justice is a 

theme… throughout the Hebrew Bible, particularly Deuteronomy 

(10:17-19; 15:1-11; 26:12-13).”
34

 This paper will focus on the 

Sabbatical Year in Deuteronomy 15, God’s commands for His people to 

care for the needy and oppressed, its implications for Ancient Israel, 

and its lessons for today.  

In Deuteronomy 15:4, there is a bold declaration written by 

Moses: “There shall be no one needy among you,” as he explains the 

regulations for a Sabbatical Year. The Hebrew word shemitah (ה ִֽ ט   (שְמ 

means a remission, suspension, or release (of debts).
 
The word debt is 

not in the Hebrew text, and it was added to the English translation to 

clarify the meaning for the reader.
35

 How could a Sabbatical Year 

benefit and provide for the less fortunate in The Land?
36

 Could God 

have a plan for reducing or even eliminating poverty in His Word? 

Could these same principles be applied to the nations outside of Israel 

in the Church age? Indeed, God cares for His people outside the land of 

Israel as well. And what is our role as believers in this plan? 

This research paper aims to provide an exegetical analysis of 

Deuteronomy 15, highlighting its intricate regulations for the 

                                                           
34
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Sabbatical Year and demonstrating how these laws served as a practical 

economic structure for Ancient Israel. They conveyed profound ethical 

principles rooted in justice, compassion, and stewardship, which I 

believe are still relevant to our society today. In this paper, I will focus 

on Deuteronomy 15:1-6 covering the multifaceted theological 

significance specifically regarding men and land. We will analyze the 

regulations of the Sabbatical Year as a fundamental aspect of Israelites' 

economic and ethical life. It reflected the values of economic justice, 

compassion, and faithfulness to God’s covenant while also serving as a 

practical means of preventing economic oppression and providing relief 

to those in financial need. We will discuss the release of debts, the 

Sabbatical rest for the land, and the contemporary relevance and ethical 

lessons for today. It also focuses on how the theological significance of 

the Sabbatical Year reflects themes of trust, covenantal responsibilities, 

justice, and liberation for God’s people in Ancient Israel. 

 

Historical Background of Deuteronomy 

The events of Deuteronomy take place toward the end of the 

Israelites’ wilderness wandering, roughly 40 years after their exodus 

from Egypt. The generation that escaped Egypt has died off and Moses 

now is preparing a new generation to enter Canaan, the Promised Land. 

Deuteronomy is often described as a covenant renewal 

document. It reiterates and reaffirms the covenant between God and the 

Israelites, emphasizing the importance of obedience to God’s laws. It 

contains a significant amount of legal and ethical content and provides 

specific laws and regulations for various aspects of life, including 

religious practices, social justice, and governance. The heart of 

Deuteronomy teachings is in the Shema (Deuteronomy 6:5) along with 

Leviticus 19:18b. Jesus himself called it the greatest commandment in 

Matthew 22:36-40: 

 

“Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Torah?” 

And He said to him, “‘You shall love Adonai your God with all 

your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This 

is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like 

it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ The entire Torah 

and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”
37

 

 

The Shema is the watchword of the Jewish faith recited twice a 

day. The word shema in Hebrew, translated to English as “hear,” has a 

                                                           
37

 Unless specified otherwise, all Scriptures cited in this paper were 

taken from the Tree of Life Version Bible. 



19  

much deeper connotation, meaning to hear and to obey. God’s statutes 

and regulations to His people always demand a response, an act of 

obedience, not motivated by fear of consequences, but motivated by 

love and complete trust in Him. Jesus’ words in John 14:15, John 

14:23–24, and 1 John 5:1-3 clearly illustrate that love and obedience go 

hand in hand: 

Everyone who believes that Yeshua is the Messiah is born of 

God, and everyone who loves the Father loves the one born of 

Him. We know that we love God’s children by this—when we 

love God and obey His commandments. For this is the love of 

God—that we keep His commandments. And His 

commandments are not burdensome.
38

 

 

Deuteronomy gives a consistent call for faithfulness to God, 

obedience to His commandments, and avoidance of idolatry. The book 

emphasizes the idea that blessings come through obedience and curses 

through disobedience.
39

 Deuteronomy marks a transition in the 

Israelites’ history. As Moses prepares a new generation to enter the 

Promised Land, he reminds the Israelites that they were once slaves in 

Egypt and thus they should always treat each other with fairness and 

justice. 

 

The Importance of Deuteronomy 15 within the Book 

Deuteronomy 15 underscores the importance of social justice 

and economic fairness within Ancient Israel society. This release of 

debts particularly benefited vulnerable groups within society, such as 

widows, orphans, and the poor, who were more likely to incur debts 

and struggle with repayment. For example, Peter T. Vogt, in his article 

“Social Justice and the Vision of Deuteronomy” states that, undeniably, 

Deuteronomy reflects tremendous concern for the dignity of all human 

beings.
40

 It emphasized principles of compassion, social justice, and 

responsible lending, reflecting God’s values and expectations for His 

people. He writes, 

I will argue that Deuteronomy 15 extends the concerns of the 

laws of release in Exodus and Leviticus by establishing a 

system whereby even the landless poor are cared for. 

Significantly, care of the landless and poor is established in 
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Deuteronomy as one of the most important measures of the 

effectiveness of the people of Israel in living out loyalty to 

Yahweh and, therefore, being the people of God. Thus, social 

justice is an important expression of relationship with Yahweh, 

and as such has at its core a profound theological and spiritual 

foundation, rather than a secularized humanitarianism.
41

 

 

The book of Deuteronomy demonstrates that adherence to 

God’s covenant includes ethical obligations to care for the less 

fortunate. This chapter focuses on the Sabbatical Year, a recurring 

seventh-year rest for the land first introduced in Leviticus 25:1-7. 

Besides a Sabbath rest for the land, the Sabbatical Year 

regulations declare that debts are to be forgiven. This demonstrates the 

Israelites’ dependence on God’s provision and their obligation to 

release others from financial burden. Deuteronomy 15 provides a 

guideline for the release of Hebrew slaves, emphasizing the value of 

freedom and the need to treat fellow Israelites with dignity and 

compassion. It sets forth principles for lending and generosity, 

instructing Israelites to lend freely to those in need and to be generous 

in their assistance to the poor and needy. It shows that obedience to 

God’s commands, including those related to economic and social 

justice, is a core aspect of the covenant relationship. 

The chapter highlights the theological significance of economic 

practices by linking them to God’s faithfulness and provision for the 

Israelites. It shows that ethical and even economic matters are 

inseparable from one’s relationship with God. The principles outlined 

in Deuteronomy 15 have practical applications in the Israelites daily 

lives, demonstrating how their faith is meant to be lived out in tangible 

ways, especially in caring for the needy and the oppressed, resonating 

with James 2:14-17: 

 

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone says he 

has faith, but does not have works? Can such faith save him? If 

a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you 

says to them, “Go in shalom, keep warm and well fed,” but you 

do not give them what the body needs, what good is that? So 

also faith, if it does not have works, is dead by itself. 

 

 So much was the concern of the early Church in Jerusalem to 

care for the needy as part of their daily lives that Luke states in Acts 

4:34: “No one among them was needy.”
42

 Just as Ancient Israel was 
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commanded to care for the needy, so are we who are God-fearing 

believers and followers of Jesus Christ commanded to do today. Robert 

Wafawanaka, in his book Am I Still My Brother’s Keeper?, sums up this 

undeniable Biblical mandate in one call-to-action, provoking sentence: 

“In a nutshell, poverty will always be there unless we as human beings 

do something about it.”
43

 

 

The Sabbatical Year Regulations  

The first six verses of Deuteronomy 15 explain the Sabbatical 

Year regulations, wherein God commanded the Israelites to do a 

shemitah, every seven years. The Sabbatical Year was first established 

in Exodus 23:10–11 and Leviticus 25:1–7, although the word shemitah 

is only found in Deuteronomy.  

The regulations for releasing debts from Israelites during this 

Sabbatical Year set Israel apart compared from other Mesopotamian 

laws that charged an exorbitant, high interest from their debtors. While 

the Code of Hammurabi demonstrated more regard for procedures, 

above properties, and lastly, persons, God’s law showed a higher 

concern for persons first.
44

 

 

Exegesis of Verses 1-6: Translation of Key Hebrew Terms 

ה׃ ִֽ ט  ה שְמ  ים תַעֲשֶֹ֥ ָ֖ נ  בַע־ש  ץ שִֶֽ ֹ֥ ק   מ 

1 At the end of every seven years thou shalt make a release. 

 

The key Hebrew term used in verse 1 and the central theme of 

Deuteronomy 15 is shemitah (ה ִֽ ט   from Strong’s H8059, meaning ,(שְמ 

emission (of debt) or suspension of labor): —release.
45

 The Hebrew 

word ה ט   occurs five times in 4 verses in the Westminster (šᵊmiṭṭâ) שְמ 

Leningrad Codex (WLC) Hebrew Bible: Deuteronomy 15:1; 15:2; 

15:9; 31:10. 

 

ש אֶ  ג ֹּ֤ א־י  הוּ ל ִֽ ֑ ע  ה בְר  ר יַשֶָ֖ ה י ד֔וֹ אֲשֶֹ֥ ַ֣ עַלַּ֙ מַש  ל־בַַּ֙ מ֗וֹט כׇּ ה֒ ש  ט  ר הַשְמ  יו וְזֶה֮ דְבַַ֣ ח ֔ הוַּּ֙ וְאֶת־א  ע ַּ֙ ת־ר 

ה׃ ִֽ ו  ה לַיה  ָ֖ ט  א שְמ  ֹ֥ ר  י־ק  ִֽ  כ 
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2 This shall be the nature of the remission: every creditor shall remit 

the due that he claims from his fellow; he shall not dun his fellow or 

kinsman, for the remission proclaimed is of the LORD. 

 

 In verse two, the key Hebrew term is בַעַל (baʿal), translated as 

creditor. Interestingly, the word בַעַל can be translated as man, husband, 

owner, lord, or master according to Strong’s H1167. Proverbs 22:17 

TLV states that “The rich rule over the poor, the borrower is a slave to 

the lender.” Indeed, those who borrow are indebted and enslaved to 

their creditor (master/lord). Leslie J. Hoppe, author of There Shall Be 

No Poor Among You, points out that “apparently creditors were within 

their rights to compel delinquent debtors to become bondservants in 

case of default.”
46

 

The Hebrew term ֹה י ד֔ו ַ֣  refers explicitly to loans (hand loan) מַש 

or debts that one Israelite owes to another. Hoppe states, "Deuteronomy 

does not treat loans as business transactions but as a form of help to 

those in need.”
47

 

At the end of verse 2 in Hebrew, we read ה ִֽ ו  ה לַיה  ָ֖ ט  א שְמ  ֹ֥ ר  י־ק  ִֽ -ki) כ 

kara shemitah l’Yahweh) reminding us that ultimately what the 

Israelites are required to do during the Sabbatical Year is for Yahweh. 

It glorifies God when we follow His Biblical mandate to care for the 

needy. This fulfills the two greatest commandments according to Jesus: 

love for God and love for others (Matthew 22:35–40, Mark 12:28–34, 

Luke 10:27a). 

ש וַ  ג ֑ י ת  ָ֖ כְר  ך׃אֶת־הַנׇּ ט י דִֶֽ ֹ֥ יך תַשְמ  ָ֖ ח  הְיֶֹ֥ה לְךִּ֛ אֶת־א  ר י   אֲשֶֶׁ֨

3 You may dun the foreigner; but you must remit whatever is due you 

from your kinsmen. 

 

 Verse 3 states that there is no release of debts to י כְר   הַנ 

(hanāḵrî), meaning the stranger, foreigner, or alien. It is essential to 

understand that the Hebrew adjective nāḵrî refers to Gentiles living in 

The Land. The Israelites were still “to exact” ש ג  -the non (tigos) ת 

Israelites for their debts, while ך ט י דִֶֽ  meaning (tashmet yadecha) תַשְמ 

“releasing their hand” from their fellow Israelites. 

 

ן־ ת  יך נ ִֽ ַ֣ה אֱלֹהֶ֔ ו  רֶץ אֲשֶרַּ֙ יְה  א ֶ֕ ה ב  ו ֔ רֶכְךַּ֙ יְה  ִֽ ךְ יְב  ֹּ֤ ר  י־ב  ִֽ הְיֶה־בְךָ֖ אֶבְי֑וֹן כ  ִֽ א י  י ל ֹ֥ ִּ֛ פֶס כ  ה אֶֶ֕ ָ֖ לְךֹ֥ נַחֲל 

הּ׃ ִֽ שְת   לְר 

4 There shall be no needy among you—since the LORD your God will 

bless you in the land that the LORD your God is giving you as a 

hereditary portion— 
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 This verse is the heart of the message in Deuteronomy 15. The 

key Hebrew term in verse 4 is אֶבְי֑וֹן ('eḇyôn), an adjective meaning: in 

want, needy, or poor. Strong also defines 'eḇyôn as a destitute, someone 

subject to oppression & abuse.
48

 Hoppe writes that the concern for the 

needy was common in Ancient Near Eastern societies and that kings 

often boasted of being the protectors of the poor, widows, and 

orphans.
49

 However, she writes, "In the Biblical tradition, all the 

people, not just kings, are responsible for the well-being of the poor.
50

 

 

 ֹ֥ כ  נ  ר א  את אֲשִֶּ֛ ַ֣ה הַז ֔ צְו  ל־הַמ  ר לַעֲשוֹתַּ֙ אֶת־כׇּ שְמ ֹּ֤ יך ל  ַ֣ה אֱלֹהֶ֑ ו  וֹל יְה  ע בְקָ֖ שְמַ֔ וֹעַ ת  מַ֣ ם־ש  ק א  י רַַ֚

וֹם׃  מְצַוְּךָ֖ הַיִֽ

5 if only you heed the LORD your God and take care to keep all this 

Instruction that I enjoin upon you this day. 

 

 Verse 5 begins with an exciting play of words in Hebrew  רַק

שְמַע מוֹעַ ת  ם־ש   emphasizing the importance of (rak im-shamoa tishma) א 

careful listening and obedience. The root of both words,  ַמוֹע שְמַע and ש   ת 

is shama, meaning “to hear” or “to listen”. מַע  is also the root (shama) ש 

of the word shema in Deuteronomy 6:4.
51

 The repetition of the root 

מַע  creates a rhythmic and emphatic effect in the Hebrew text. Unlike ,ש 

in English, in Hebrew, we don’t have a separate verb for “obey,” the 

word shama conveys the idea of both hearing and obeying. In the 

Hebrew mindset, listening is not merely a passive act of perceiving 

sound but an active engagement that leads to a response or action.
52

 

The command to ר לַעֲשוֹת שְמ   towards the middle of the (lishmor laasot) ל 

verse, reinforces the concept of shama, literally meaning “to observe to 

do” or “to keep, to carry out.” It emphasizes the active aspect of 

obedience, not just listening but also putting the commandments into 

practice. 

Another fundamental Hebrew term in this verse is צְו ה  מ 

(mitzvah), meaning commandment, precept, law, ordinance, or 

instruction.
53

 In Jewish understanding, a mitzvah is a divine 

commandment and a covenantal responsibility, never to be taken 
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lightly and always expected to be obeyed. In plain language, verse 5 

makes clear to the Israelites that the Sabbatical Year regulations are not 

an option but an obligation that Yahweh expects them to obey. 

 

 ִֽ ט וּמ  א תַעֲב ֔ הַּ֙ ל ַ֣ ים וְאַת  ם רַב ֗ ַ֣ עֲבַטְת ָּ֞ גוֹי  ךְ וְהִַֽ ֑ בֶר־ל  ר ד  רַכְך֔ כַאֲשֶָ֖ ִֽ יךַּ֙ ב  ֹּ֤ה אֱלֹהֶַּ֙ ו  י־יְה  ִֽ ם כ  ַ֣ שַלְת ַּ֙ בְֹוֹי 

לוּ׃ מְש ִֽ א י  ים וּבְךָ֖ ל ֹ֥  ס{} רַב ֔

6 For the LORD your God will bless you as He has promised you: you 

will extend loans to many nations, but require none yourself; you will 

dominate many nations, but they will not dominate you. 

 

 Two main Hebrew terms in verse 6 are   הַעֲבַטְת and ם  Yahweh .גוֹי 

commands the Israelites to  ְת  הַעֲבַט  a verb meaning to lend. The root of 

בַט is (haavatta) הַעֲבַטְת    which means to take or to give a pledge ,(avat) ע 

(for a debt).
54

 The Israelites were commanded to lend money to ַ֣ם  גוֹי 

(goyim), plural of גוֹי (goy). While the word goyim is translated as 

nations, in Jewish culture, it is the Hebrew word explicitly used for 

Gentiles, and in the Bible, it always refers to Gentile nations, meaning 

any nation outside the nation of Israel.
 55

 This word is still in everyday 

use today in Modern Israel. A third Hebrew term worth observing in 

this passage is the verb   שַלְת שַל from the root (mashalta) מ   ,(mashal) מ 

meaning to rule over, to have dominion, or to reign. The Gesenius' 

Hebrew-Chaldee Lexicon suggests that mashal could be also translated 

as “make like” or “assimilate.”
56

 

 

Prohibition of Debt During the Shemitah 

During the Sabbatical Year (Shemitah), Israelites were 

instructed to forgive the debts of their fellow Israelites. This means that 

if someone owed money to another person, the debt was to be canceled, 

and the debtor was released from their financial obligation. The 

prohibition of debt during the Sabbatical Year is a key aspect of 

Deuteronomy 15. It reflects the principles of economic justice and 

societal welfare within the covenant framework of Ancient Israel. 

During the Sabbatical Year, which occurred every seven years, 

Israelites were instructed to forgive the debts of their fellow Israelites. 

This means that if someone owed money to another person, the debt 

was to be canceled, and the debtor was to be released from their 

financial obligation.  
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 The prohibition of debt during the Sabbatical Year served as a 

form of economic reset. It prevented the accumulation of long-term 

oppressive debts and offered a fresh start to debtors who might have 

fallen into financial hardship. This provision reflects a commitment to 

justice. It ensured that economic disparities did not become entrenched 

within Israelite society and promoted the acceptable distribution of 

resources. By forgiving debts during the Sabbatical Year, the Israelites 

acknowledged their dependence on God's provision. It reinforced the 

idea that God was the ultimate provider, and human economic systems 

should reflect his values of compassion and fairness. 

 In addition to that forgiveness, the Sabbatical Year also 

mandated the release of Israelite bond servants or slaves, further 

emphasizing the principle of liberty and the humane treatment of fellow 

Israelites. The prohibition of debt during the Sabbatical Year was a 

specific command within the covenant between God and the Israelites. 

Obedience to this command demonstrated their faithfulness to God's 

covenant and ethical standards. This prohibition highlights the ethical 

considerations woven into ancient Israel's economic and financial 

practices. It underscored the importance of empathy, compassion, and 

responsibility toward one's neighbors. While the specific practice of a 

Sabbatical Year may not be observed the same way today, its ethical 

principles continue to be relevant. The concept of debt forgiveness and 

responsible lending is still a matter of concern in modern societies.  

The Shemitah reflected the values of economic justice, 

compassion, and faithfulness to God’s covenant while also serving as a 

practical means of preventing economic oppression and providing relief 

to those in financial need. Wafawanaka reminds us that “care of the 

poor and needy involves “a theology of activism” that exhorts us “to be 

doers and not just hearers of God’s word.”
57

 

 

Theological Significance of Deuteronomy 15:1-6 

 The Sabbatical Year was a period of rest for the land, where 

agricultural activity ceased. This cessation symbolized trust in God’s 

provision and recognition that the land ultimately belonged to God. 

Theologically, it reinforced the idea of divine sovereignty and the 

Israelites’ dependence on God for sustenance. 

 The Israelites demonstrated their trust in God’s covenant 

promises by observing the Sabbatical Year. They believed that, even 

without working the land for an entire year, God would provide 

abundant harvests in the years to come in accordance with His covenant 

with Israel. 
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The Sabbatical Year included the release of debt and slaves. 

This theological aspect emphasized God’s desire for freedom and 

liberation. Just as God had liberated the Israelites from slavery in 

Egypt, they were expected to practice liberty and compassion in their 

treatment of others.  

The concept of the Sabbatical Year reinforced the idea of 

holiness and consecration, justice, and restoration. By setting aside the 

seventh year for rest and observing the release of debts and slaves, the 

Israelites were reminded of their distinct identity as God’s chosen 

people and the need to live in ways that reflected God’s holiness. It also 

emphasized the covenantal responsibility of the Israelites to obey God’s 

commands. It was not merely a matter of economic or agricultural 

practice but an act of faithfulness and obedience to the covenant 

established with God at Mount Sinai. The theological teachings in 

Deuteronomy often emphasized the pursuit of justice and 

righteousness. The Sabbatical Year demonstrated a commitment to 

justice, especially for the marginalized and vulnerable in society. 

Lastly, the Shemitah resonates with the creation narrative in Genesis, 

where God rested on the seventh day. It reinforces the idea that the 

Sabbath is a time of divine order and restoration, aligning the Israelite 

calendar with the creation narrative.  

The theological significance of the Sabbatical Year is 

multifaceted It reflects themes of trust, covenantal responsibility, 

justice, holiness, and liberation within the context of the Israelites’ 

relationship with God. This observance served not only as an economic 

practice but also as a theological declaration of faith in God’s provision 

and commitment to His ethical standards.  

Release of Debts and Economic Implication 

 The release of debts and its economic implications in 

Deuteronomy 15 represent a unique aspect of the Sabbatical Year 

regulations. Deuteronomy 15:1-3 stipulates that during the Sabbatical 

Year, any financial obligations, loans, or debts between Israelites were 

to be canceled and not collected. The release of debts provided 

immediate economic relief to those who were in debt. It offered a fresh 

start to individuals who might have been burdened by their financial 

obligations, preventing them from falling into perpetual poverty. This 

practice prevented the long-term economic oppression of individuals 

who had borrowed money and could not repay their debts. Canceling 

these debts ensured that no one would be enslaved by their financial 

obligations. Moreover, the release of debts also prevented creditors' 

accumulation of wealth and power at the expense of debtors, fostering a 

more balanced distribution of resources. Hoppe points out that “if all 
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Israelites think of themselves as members of a single family and act 

accordingly, the effects of poverty could be minimized, if not 

eliminated from Israel.”
58

 

By forgiving debts, all Israelites would acknowledge God as 

the ultimate provider and recognize that He would sustain them even 

without pursuing financial gain in the seventh year. This practice also 

placed responsibility on those who lent money. Lenders were 

encouraged to be more cautious and compassionate in their lending 

practices, knowing that debts would be forgiven during the Sabbatical 

Year.  

Historical Applications and Lessons for Today 

 The historical application of the regulations for the Sabbatical 

Year can be understood in the context of Ancient Israel’s agriculture 

and economic practices. These regulations provided specific 

instructions for how the Israelites were to manage their land, debts, and 

labor during this special year.  

The primary agricultural aspect of the Sabbatical Year was the 

rest it mandated for the land. In ancient agricultural societies like Israel, 

continuous land cultivation could deplete its fertility. The Sabbatical 

Year allowed the land to lay fallow, recover its nutrients, and rejuvenate 

for the next planting season. This practice promoted sustainable 

agriculture and soil conservation. 

The release of debts during the Sabbatical Year was a form of 

economic redistribution and equity. It ensured that individuals who had 

incurred debts and fallen into economic hardship would have the 

opportunity for a fresh start. This prevented the accumulation of 

perpetual debt and economic oppression. 

The Sabbatical Year regulations had a social welfare aspect. 

They provided relief to the poor and marginalized members of society 

who might have been struggling with debt and poverty. This practice 

was an early form of social safety net, ensuring that no one would fall 

into extreme poverty due to indebtedness.  

Observing the Sabbatical Year required faith and trust in God’s 

provision. The Israelites had to believe that even if they refrained from 

planting and harvesting for a year, God would provide for their needs. 

This practice reinforced their reliance on God and recognition of His 

sovereignty over the land. Observing the Sabbatical Year was an act of 

covenantal obedience, reflecting the Israelites’ commitment to 

following God’s commands and living out their covenant relationship 
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with Him. By observing these regulations, they acknowledge God’s 

authority over all aspects of their lives, including economic practices. 

The release of debts and the rest for the land had practical 

economic benefits, preventing the overexploitation of resources and 

promoting economic stability. In its practices, the regulations of the 

Sabbatical Year in Deuteronomy 15 were not only a religious 

requirement but also had tangible benefits for land, economy, and 

society. In Ecosystems of Jubilee, Adam Gustine and Jose Humphreys 

III remind us that "the practice of Shabbat is the work of cultivating 

restoration in the people, land, and communities.”
59

 They reflected a 

holistic approach to life in ancient Israel, encompassing faith, ethics, 

and sustainable living. 

The application of the Sabbatical Year regulations still has 

profound and relevant lessons for today. The emphasis on sustainable 

agriculture and soil conservation speaks directly to contemporary 

concerns about environmental stewardship. The release of debts as a 

mechanism for economic redistribution and preventing perpetual debt 

accumulation holds relevance in addressing modern issues of economic 

inequality. Furthermore, the social welfare aspect of the Sabbatical Year 

regulations serves as a reminder of the importance of community 

support systems, as every “community has an ethical responsibility 

toward everyone in it,”
60

 including alleviating poverty. 

The Sabbatical Year regulations offer a timeless blueprint for a 

balanced and just society, calling for a holistic approach that 

intertwines faith, ethics, and sustainable living. As we navigate the 

complexities of our time, the ancient wisdom embedded in these 

regulations encourages us to consider the interconnectedness of our 

actions with the well-being of the land, the economy, and society. 

 

Conclusion 

The Sabbatical Year regulations outlined in Deuteronomy 15 

offer a profound insight into God’s intricate design for economic and 

ethical structures within Ancient Israel. The theological significance of 

this divine mandate goes beyond mere agricultural rest or debt 

forgiveness; it reflects a deep commitment to justice, compassion, and 

faithfulness to God’s covenant. 

Exploring the release of debts and its economic implications, 

reveals that the Sabbatical Year was not just a religious observance but 
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a practical means to prevent economic depression and provide 

immediate relief to the vulnerable. 

Moreover, the historical application of these regulations reveals 

a holistic approach to life in Ancient Israel. Beyond its religious 

aspects, the Sabbatical Year had tangible benefits for the land, 

economy, and society. It promoted sustainable agriculture, prevented 

the accumulation of perpetual debt, and acted as a form of social safety 

net for the less fortunate. 

In today’s world, grappling with social justice issues and 

economic inequality, the lessons from Deuteronomy 15 remain 

relevant. The call to care for the needy and promote economic fairness 

is often an ignored and forgotten Biblical mandate that needs to be 

revived. As believers, the challenging question is: how do we integrate 

these timeless Torah principles into our modern lives and societal 

structures? 

In the parable of the Righteous Judge in Matthew 25:34-36, 

Yeshua said: 

 

“Now when the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the 

angels with Him, then He will sit on His glorious throne. All 

the nations will be gathered before Him, and He will separate 

them from one another, just as the shepherd separates the sheep 

from the goats. And He will put the sheep on His right, but the 

goats on His left. Then the King will say to those on His right, 

‘Come, you who are blessed by My Father, inherit the kingdom 

prepared for you from the foundation of the world. For I was 

hungry and you gave Me something to eat; I was thirsty and 

you gave Me something to drink; I was a stranger and you 

invited Me in; I was naked and you clothed Me; I was sick and 

you visited Me; I was in prison and you came to Me.’ “Then 

the righteous will answer Him, ‘Lord, when did we see You 

hungry and feed You? Or thirsty and give You something to 

drink? And when did we see You a stranger and invite You in? 

Or naked and clothe You? 39 When did we see You sick, or in 

prison, and come to You?’ “And answering, the King will say 

to them, ‘Amen, I tell you, whatever you did to one of the least 

of these My brethren, you did it to Me.’ 

 

As believers, we are called to walk in obedience to God’s 

Word. The Sabbatical Year shows the connection between faith and 

practice. It urges us to listen and obey, knowing that our actions for 

justice and compassion are acts of obedience to the divine mandate. As 

we reflect on the theological significance of Deuteronomy 15, it 
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inspires us to pursue justice, practice compassion, and live out our faith 

in tangible ways in the complex landscape of the contemporary world.  

 

He has told you, humanity, what is good,  

and what Adonai is seeking from you: 

Only to practice justice, to love mercy, 

and to walk humbly with your God.
61
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Introduction 

 The Kingdom of God is a theological and scholarly subject that 

has been much discussed yet remains a topic rich and ripe for further 

study. In America today, and in many nations around the world, the idea 

of a king and kingdom is foreign due to differing forms of government, 

from democracies represented by elected officials to communism. 

There is some familiarity with the idea of monarchies due to the 

prominence of certain royal families throughout Africa, Europe, and the 

Middle East; however, a more complete understanding of the concept 

of “king” and “kingdom” is still lacking. In his book, The Everlasting 

Kingdom: The Kingdom of God in Scripture and in Our 

Lives, Professor Emeritus of Bible at Abilene Christian University 

Everett Ferguson writes: 

 

What is the "kingdom of God"? The basic meaning of 

"kingdom" in biblical language is "kingship, kingly 

leadership, rule or reign, an exercise of power." When we 

today use the word "kingdom," we think of a territory, a 

realm. Not so people in biblical times. They thought of the 

active, dynamic exercise of kingly power. To be a king was 

not an office but a function, not a title but a deed. The 

kingdom of God, therefore, refers to his sovereignty, the 

"rule of God" or the "reign of God."
62

  

The definition of terms provided here helps us better 

understand the biblical meaning of “king” and “kingdom” in modern 

terms. By comprehending the expressions, readers enter the world of 

the biblical authors to take hold of a theme that runs through Genesis to 

Revelation: God is King, “and his kingdom rules over all (Ps. 

103:19).
63

 This paper analyzes the use of the kingdom of heaven and 
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the kingdom of God in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke to 

define the terms and bring an understanding of their use and context to 

Bible readers in this modern age. 

Kingdom of God in the Old Testament 

The concept of the kingdom of God begins in the Old 

Testament, specifically Genesis, when God created mankind in His 

image and gave them the command to “Be fruitful and increase in 

number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and 

the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the 

ground” (Gen. 1:28). Prior to the fall, mankind had dominion over the 

earth and unobstructed access to and fellowship with God. After the 

fall, and sin entered the earth by man’s rebellion through Adam, that 

dominion and authority were transferred to “the ruler of the kingdom of 

the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient” 

(Eph. 2:2). The relationship between God and mankind changed; now 

there was interference due to sin and a need for a Savior arose and a 

king able to reestablish God’s intended order.  

In response, God began creating a people for himself when he 

called Abraham to be the “father of many nations” (Gen. 17:5), which 

resulted in a new people known as Israel (Gen. 35:10), miraculously 

rescued from slavery in Egypt (Ex. 6:6-7) and made into a nation ruled 

by God until they rejected Him as king (1 Sam. 8:6-9). As Ferguson 

underscores, “That kingdom of Israel was an imperfect manifestation of 

God's rule, so plans were made for a righteous descendant of David to 

occupy his throne in the future.”
64

 The Scriptures recorded by the 

Israelite people, which include the law, prophets, history books, and 

wisdom books, further support the idea of a kingdom ruled by God
65

 

with the future hope of  “the King of Israel and his Redeemer,”
66

 Jesus 

Christ, able to fulfill this prophetic expectation. 

Kingdom of Heaven in Matthew 

 John F. Walvoord, former president of Dallas Theological 

Seminary and scholar, notes in his article The New Testament Doctrine 

of the Kingdom, “The Gospel of Matthew, as many recognize, is the 
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bridge between the Old and New Testaments.”
67

 Matthew begins with 

the historical account of Jesus’ genealogy (1:1-17), an introduction to 

Joseph and his wife Mary, Jesus’ mother, who was pregnant by the 

power of the Holy Spirit (1:18-24), an account of the Magi visiting the 

child Jesus, bestowing gifts upon Him and worshiping Him (2:1-12), 

the coming of John the Baptist proclaiming the coming of the Messiah 

(3:1-12) and Jesus preaching, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has 

come near” (4:17). The Sermon on the Mount (5-7) evokes parallels to 

the giving of the law to Moses in Exodus 20
68

 which Jesus declares he 

“did not come to abolish but to fulfill” (Matt. 5:17 NASB1995). 

 A key distinction between Matthew and the other synoptic 

Gospels, Mark and Luke, is the use of the term kingdom of heaven. 

Mark Allan Powell, author of Introducing the New Testament: A 

Historical, Literary, and Theological Survey, says, “Matthew often 

replaces the phrase “kingdom of God” with “kingdom of heaven” (e.g., 

Matt. 4:17; cf. Mark 1:15) because some Jews tried to avoid saying 

“God” out of respect for the sanctity of God’s name.”
69

 This view 

differs from Walvoord who states, “As used in the New Testament, “the 

kingdom of God” always speaks of a realm of spiritual reality (that may 

include holy angels), but it never includes unsaved men. In contrast, 

“the kingdom of heaven” seems to refer to men alone and to include 

some who are merely professing Christians.”
70

 With each opinion in 

mind, it is observed that the use of the phrase kingdom of heaven is 

used only in Matthew’s Gospel. This author suggests the reason may be 

because of the connection to the Old Testament and the use of language 

to describe “heaven and earth” as the dominion of God’s universal and 

eternal rule and reign. Jonathan T. Pennington, author of The Kingdom 

of Heaven in the Gospel of Matthew, furthers this assessment when he 

writes, “While this expression denotes the same thing as the “kingdom 

of God,” it connotes many other things. Particularly, we sense that 

God’s (heavenly) ordering of life and society is radically different than 

the ways of sinful earth. Now that the new creation or new genesis 

(see Matt 19:28) has dawned through Christ, those who follow Jesus 
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must align themselves with this coming radical heavenly kingdom.”
71

 

Old Testament references to God as King of heaven and earth come to 

the fore in this Gospel in the teachings of Jesus to the Jews and 

eventually the Gentiles, which expresses God’s sovereignty, authority, 

and power as referenced in the phrase kingdom of heaven throughout 

Matthew’s account. 

Kingdom of God in Mark and Luke 

The phrase kingdom of God is primarily used in the Gospel 

accounts of Mark and Luke. Most scholars and theologians believe the 

term to be synonymous with the “kingdom of heaven, found thirty-two 

times, all in the Gospel of Matthew.”
72

 However, the “kingdom of God, 

found seventy-two times in the New Testament”
73

 seems to indicate 

there are similarities and distinctions when used. Walvoord notes, “At 

least five passages in Matthew referring to the kingdom of heaven seem 

to be precisely parallel to passages in the other gospels in which the 

expression kingdom of God is used. These passages are Matthew 

4:17 (cp. Mark 1:15), Matthew 11:11 (cp. Luke 7:28), Matthew 

13:11 (cp. Mark 4:11 and Luke 8:10), Matthew 13:31 (cp. Mark 4:30–

31), and Matthew 10:7 (cp. Luke 9:2).”
74

 With this in mind, this paper 

will further examine whether the use of these phrases always 

corresponds, or if context determines the differences. 

“Kingdom of Heaven” and “Kingdom of God” 

Upon research, it seems the main difference between the 

kingdom of heaven and the kingdom of God is the inhabitants of the 

kingdom. As previously recorded in this paper by Walvoord, the terms 

may extend to the presence of angelic beings. For instance, the 

kingdom of God includes angels and people in right relationship with 

Him. The kingdom of heaven includes people who are redeemed and 

those who are not. 
75

 This author would like to expound on the 

contrasting point made by Walvoord regarding the kingdom of heaven. 
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Since God is the “Father of spirits” (Heb. 12:9), it would seem spiritual 

beings, whether human or angelic or good or evil, would comprise it 

based upon the definition of terms discussed in this paper. The idea of 

extending the term kingdom of heaven to include fallen angels is based 

upon this author’s reading of The Parable of the Weeds and its 

explanation in Matthew 13:24-43.
76

 The parable tells the story of the 

good farmer and an enemy planting wheat and weeds in the kingdom of 

heaven, resulting in the growth of each crop, set to be pulled up 

simultaneously at the judgment.  

Conversely, John 3:3 states, “Very truly I tell you, no one can 

see the kingdom of God unless they are born again.” Therefore, those 

who consist of the kingdom of God “include holy angels”
77

 and saved 

people who have received the Gospel of Jesus Christ and accepted Him 

as Savior. 1 Corinthians 15:50 agrees by stating, “I declare to you, 

brothers and sisters, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of 

God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.” The capacity to 

enter into the kingdom of God and to experience and live out 

“righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17) is 

available only to those who have been born again and are subjects to 

the rule and reign of Christ and God.
78

 So, analysis determines these 

terms are mostly synonymous as used in the Gospels, and context 
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24

 Jesus told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like 

a man who sowed good seed in his field. 
25

 But while everyone was sleeping, 

his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and went away. 
26

 When 

the wheat sprouted and formed heads, then the weeds also appeared. 
27

 “The 

owner’s servants came to him and said, ‘Sir, didn’t you sow good seed in your 

field? Where then did the weeds come from?’ 
28

 “‘An enemy did this,’ he 

replied. “The servants asked him, ‘Do you want us to go and pull them up?’ 
29

 

“‘No,’ he answered, ‘because while you are pulling the weeds, you may uproot 

the wheat with them. 
30

 Let both grow together until the harvest. At that time I 

will tell the harvesters: First collect the weeds and tie them in bundles to be 

burned; then gather the wheat and bring it into my barn.’” 
36 

Then he left the 

crowd and went into the house. His disciples came to him and said, “Explain 

to us the parable of the weeds in the field.”
37 

He answered, “The one who 

sowed the good seed is the Son of Man. 
38 

The field is the world, and the good 

seed stands for the people of the kingdom. The weeds are the people of the evil 

one, 
39 

and the enemy who sows them is the devil. The harvest is the end of the 

age, and the harvesters are angels.
40 

“As the weeds are pulled up and burned in 

the fire, so it will be at the end of the age. 
41 

The Son of Man will send out his 

angels, and they will weed out of his kingdom everything that causes sin and 

all who do evil. 
42 

They will throw them into the blazing furnace, where there 

will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. 
43 

Then the righteous will shine like the 

sun in the kingdom of their Father. Whoever has ears, let them hear. 
77
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78
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would determine if the entirety of heaven and earth are in view, or more 

specifically, the Church, which consists of the people of God in this 

age.  

 

Purpose of the Kingdom 

The purpose of the kingdom of God is to announce the hope of 

reconciliation between God and mankind and is expressed in the sense 

that it “has come near” (Matt. 3:2, 4:17, Mark 1:15, Luke 10:9), “is in 

our midst” (Luke 17:21), available to those “who are like children” 

(Matt. 19:14, Mark 10:14, Luke 18:16) and believe the message of 

salvation available through Christ the King (Mark 1:15). The kingdom 

of God coming near means the rule and reign of God has come and is 

made manifest in Jesus Christ. His authority and power are in our midst 

by the power of the Holy Spirit. Those who believe His message are 

“born again” (John 3:3, John 3:7, 1 Pet. 1:23) and grow up anew in the 

kingdom of God because they have put their trust in Him for eternal 

salvation.  Former New Testament scholar and author I. Howard 

Marshall notes, “The main theme of the Gospel is the identity of Jesus 

in his relationship to the kingdom of God.”
79

 As the disciples become 

aware of Jesus’ identity as Messiah, even up to the point of His death 

and resurrection, they also become aware of what it means to be His 

followers, which will include suffering as well as joy. In The Gospel of 

The Kingdom, George Eldon Ladd summarizes that, “The Kingdom is a 

present reality (Matt. 12:28), and yet it is a future blessing (1 Cor. 

15:50). It is an inner spiritual redemptive blessing (Rom. 14:17) which 

can be experienced only by way of the new birth (John 3:3), and yet it 

will have to do with the government of the nations of the world (Rev. 

11:15).”
80

 As Christ’s identity as the “King of Israel” (Matt. 27:42, 

Mark 15:32) is revealed, so the scope and breadth of His message and 

intent to unite all nations under His banner becomes further realized in 

the Synoptic Gospels, and this Good News remains the focus of New 

Testament doctrine.
81

 

 

Conclusion 

 Definitions of terms matter, as does proper understanding of 

context and meaning. In this discussion on the kingdom of God and 
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heaven, it has been essential to bring a biblical understanding to the 

forefront of ideas that may seem relatively foreign to a modern-day 

reader. It is necessary to grasp, as our biblical counterparts would have 

in their time, the meaning of “king” and “kingdom of God” in order to 

represent the King and kingdom to the world faithfully. In this day and 

age, where terms and their meanings are subjective, we need to know 

that God’s Word “is eternal; it stands firm in the heavens” (Ps. 119:89), 

and His Word means the same today.  

           We also must remember that the kingdom of God and heaven are 

more than the meaning of terms and phrases. It’s about kingdom living, 

which includes the royal rule to “Love the Lord your God with all your 

heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your 

mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 10:27). As the 

Gospels proclaim, we have a King in the Lord Jesus Christ, and as “a 

chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special 

possession, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out 

of darkness into his wonderful light” (1 Pet. 2:9) we have a 

responsibility to share His message to the world. And we take heart in 

understanding that God in Christ is the King of the universe and that all 

created things are subject to His rule and reign, which brings a kingdom 

focus to our lives. As King, God has the right to determine how we 

live, and as kingdom subjects, we obey the royal rule of love out of 

obedience to Him.  
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Abstract 

 This paper sheds light on statements by respected early church 

fathers regarding women in the hope that the demeaning views among 

them might be rejected by the church today. The ordination of women 

is not discussed. However, expanding the view of women's place in 

ministry in broader ways than some traditionalists have previously 

allowed would increase women's dignity and value with affirmation for 

their ministry callings. Brief selections from eight early church fathers 

and Reformers will illustrate the prevailing ontological position that 

women are inferior to men and, therefore, not qualified to serve the 

Lord in ministry in any significant way outside of the home. This 

appeal is not to challenge any church's biblical, firmly held convictions 

for the sake of challenge. Instead, this is an appeal for significant 

reconsideration of church policy regarding any potentially unnecessary 

restraint upon women's ability to serve within the church that has been 

in place out of mere tradition or fear of what some conservative church 

leaders mischaracterize as a feminist "slippery slope."    

Introduction 

 Many early church leaders and theologians disagreed on 

numerous doctrines. They took time and made profound revisions to 

arrive at new understandings or to revive previous biblical views on 

varying theological issues. Early church fathers disagreed on the 

Trinity, the foremost doctrine defining the deity of Jesus and the Holy 

Spirit. These disagreements were rooted in different interpretations of 

the biblical text. Some thought Jesus and the Spirit were secondary and 

subject to God the Father, while others thought they were three equal 

but distinct persons within the Godhead. They accused each other of 

heresy, with some being excommunicated from their churches, 

banished from their towns, or even killed.   

            Some early church fathers held the belief that a person could be 

excommunicated and not restored, or maybe restored just once to 

church fellowship if they sinned after their baptism. This belief led to 

some delaying their baptism till their deathbeds to receive the most 

possible forgiveness. Would a Protestant theologian interpret scripture 

this way today? However, the ancient perspective of women as 

inherently defective with little or no official place in the church is 
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lingering in some schools of thought today, even though what God 

created was in no way naturally defective but was very good (Genesis 

1:31, NASB).  

            This article is not intended to denigrate the faithful men of God 

who went before us but to underscore the idea that none were perfect in 

their hermeneutic. While antiquity certainly brought valuable standards 

to varying theological systems and doctrines, antiquity also birthed 

some incorrect interpretations of scripture that were later corrected, 

though not all. The disparaging views and demeaning comments made 

by the beloved church fathers underpin the ongoing debate on women's 

roles in the church. Views on women still hang in the balance in some 

systems today.   

Origen, (c. 185 - c. 254 AD), Theologian and Greek Church Father 

 As a Distinguished Scholar in Residence at Abilene Christian 

University, Everett Ferguson describes Origen as "the most prolific 

Christian writer before Augustine. He was a pioneer in the scholarly 

study and interpretation of the biblical text, a creative thinker with a 

prodigious memory, who remained a ferment in Christian theology for 

centuries."
82

 Origen was born in Egypt to Christian parents. His father 

was martyred when Origen was a teenager. Origen led an ascetic 

lifestyle. John Stevenson, Division Chair, Biblical & Theological 

Studies at South Florida Bible College & Theological Seminary, says 

about Origen not wishing to be tempted by women who became his 

(Origen's) students, "It is said that he had himself castrated in order to 

follow Matthew 19:12 in a completely literal manner. He was later 

given the nickname Origen Adamantius, 'Origen the unbreakable.' "
83

 

The bishop of Alexandria, Demetrius, rebuked Origen for preaching in 

Caesarea without being ordained. He was ordained fifteen years later 

by the bishops of Caesarea and Jerusalem, angering Demetrius, who 

removed Origen from the school where he taught, had him 

excommunicated from the church, and banished from Alexandria. 

"Origen moved to Caesarea where he was accepted by the church. He 

began his own school there and spent the rest of his life in Palestine."
84

 

There is much to be thankful for from Origen's biblical teaching and 

apologetics. His notable works include the Hexapla, Against Celsus, 

and On First Principles. Below are his thoughts about women in the 

church.  
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 Origen affirmed female deacons using Paul's commendation of 

Phoebe, a deaconess, in Romans 16:1-2. About this scripture, 

Wijngaards Institute for Catholic Research quotes Origen as having 

written: 

This text teaches with the authority of the Apostle that even 

women are instituted deacons in the church. This is the 

function which was exercised in the church of Cenchreae by 

Phoebe, who was the object of high praise and 

recommendation by Paul. He enumerated her outstanding 

works; she assisted everyone, he said — i.e., she helped them 

in their needs—she also helped me in my needs and my 

apostolic work with a perfect devotion. I readily compare her 

action with the hospitality of Lot, who never failed to welcome 

guests who presented themselves, and thereby deserved one 

day to grant his hospitality to angels. In the same manner, 

likewise, Abraham, who always came forward to greet his 

guests, deserved to have the Lord with his angels visit him and 

stay under his tent. Also this pious Phoebe, while giving 

assistance and rendering service to all, deserved to assist and to 

serve the Apostle himself. And thus this text teaches at the 

same time two things: that there are, as we have already said, 

women deacons in the church, and that women, who have 

given assistance to so many people and who by their good 

works deserve to be praised by the Apostle, ought to be 

accepted in the diaconate.
85

 

 While Origen's commentary is favorable toward women 

serving as deacons in the church, academic researcher and author Roger 

Gryson says that Origen is reported to have written an overall 

unfavorable view of women in general, especially as teachers: "Men 

should not sit and listen to a woman."
86

 "For it is improper for a woman 

to speak in an assembly,' no matter what she says, even if she says 

admirable things, or even saintly things, that is of little consequence, 

since they come from the mouth of a woman."
87

 Origen is also quoted 

as writing, "What is seen with the eyes of the Creator is masculine, and 
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not feminine, for God does not stoop to look upon what is feminine and 

of the flesh."
88

 One might ask how this reconciles with the fact that 

God "stooped" to create a woman in the first place.  

 
Tertullian (c. 150/160 to after c. 220AD), Father of Latin Theology 

 Tertullian "was born into a pagan family in Carthage. His early 

training was in the field of law. When he was converted to Christianity, 

he became a defender of the faith... Tertullian was the most advanced 

Trinitarian of his day, giving the church a theological vocabulary [three 

persons...one substance] that was borrowed from Roman law."
89

 

Providing the most significant quantity of Christian writings in Latin 

before the fourth century, Tertullian was also known as a committed 

rigorist and legalist for his views and rules on morals and how Christians 

should live. Leaning into asceticism and Montanism, he rejected the idea 

that sins could be forgiven if committed after a believer was baptized, 

opposing the church's practice of such forgiveness.  

 Tertullian view of the ontology of women is revealed as he 

notably referred to women as the "devil's gateway." in his On the 

Apparel of Women: 

And do you not know that you are (each) an Eve? The sentence 

of God on this sex of yours lives in this age: the guilt must of 

necessity live too. You are the devil's gateway: you are the 

unsealer of that (forbidden) tree: you are the first deserter of the 

divine law: you are she who persuaded him whom the devil 

was not valiant enough to attack. You destroyed so easily God's 

image, man. On account of your desert—that is, death—even 

the Son of God had to die. And do you think about adorning 

yourself over and above your tunics of skins?
90

 

 Being made in God's image is the theology called the imago 

Dei. It is clear from the excerpt above that Tertullian does refer to the 

woman as being made in God's image but calls her the destroyer of 

God's image, man. Augustine agrees that the woman was not created in 
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the imago Dei and is only seen as such when attached to a man. (See 

below.) 

 "Tertullian strongly opposed the idea of women exercising 

ecclesiastical functions."
91

 He did not want women to teach, heal, 

baptize, or perform any function performed by a man in the church. 

"The only kind of priesthood that they may exercise is the 'priesthood 

of chastity.'"
92

  Tertullian considered approved widows to be a type of 

clergy with special seating in the sanctuary. "Scholars...affirm without 

any reservation that Tertullian ranked widows among the clergy."
93

 

"Tertullian, however, because of his Montanist allegiance, made an 

exception in the case of prophecy.... [because] the Apostle [Paul]... 

while forbidding women to speak in church, implicitly recognized their 

right to prophesy, bidding them only to keep their heads covered."
94

  

 

John Chrysostom (349-407 AD), Bishop of Constantinople 

 John Chrysostom's primary Christian influence growing up 

was his mother, Anthusa, who was widowed when John was an 

infant. She provided him with a top education in the scriptures and 

the classics. Baptized at age eighteen, Chrysostom became a reader 

in the church. Attracted to an ascetic life, he spent two years in a 

cave, which ruined his health. Returning to Antioch, he was 

ordained as a deacon in 381 and as presbyter in 386. A preacher 

and great orator, Chrysostom became bishop of Constantinople in 

398. Trying to raise the moral tone of the city, he met with jealousy 

and opposition and was finally exiled in 404 until he died in 407.  

  John Chrysostom espoused a varied view of women. In the role 

of teaching children, he highly esteemed godly women. The mothers of 

Chrysostom, Basil, Augustine, and others were primary influences in 

their sons' conversions. However, concerning roles within the church, 

Chrysostom had a unique perspective for his time. David C. Ford, 

Professor of Church History at St. Tikhons Orthodox Theological 

Seminary, states, "Concerning the crucial role of the laity vis-a-vis the 

clergy in the ministry of the Church, Chrysostom never makes a 

distinction between laymen and laywomen. They both, for example, 

can baptize in times of emergency."
95

  

 While Chrysostom strongly believed in older women teaching 

younger women, he also believed that godly wives have a role in 
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instructing their husbands in both their words and their works.
96

 When 

it comes to teaching other men, Ford explains Chrysostom's view:  

One specific example of a woman instructing a man in matters 

of doctrine is St. Priscilla teaching Apollos (Acts 18:24-28): 

'This woman took him, instructed (katechese) him in the way 

of God, and made him a perfect (apertisemenon) teacher.' In 

part because of examples such as this, Chrysostom rejects a 

rigidly literalistic interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:12 ('I do not 

permit a woman to teach'), saying that Paul only meant to 

prohibit women from teaching during Church services in the 

place of the priest.
97

 

 Ford goes on to say that Chrysostom respected the role of 

women called deaconesses, and his view is "seen in his interpretation of 

I Timothy 3:11, ('The women likewise must be serious...' [RSV]), a 

verse which he is convinced substantiates the existence of deaconesses 

in the Apostolic Church: 

 Some have thought that this is said of women generally, but it 

is not so; for why would he introduce anything about women, 

in general, to interfere with his subject [in this passage, i.e., the 

requirements for the offices of bishop and deacon]? He is 

speaking of those who hold the rank of deaconesses 

(diakonias)... this order is greatly (sphodra) necessary 

(anangkaion) and useful and honorable (kosmion) in the 

church.
98

 

 Though John Chrysostom's value of women in the church is 

commendable, his overall view affirmed the stereotype of the place and 

worth of women in society at that time:  

 Our life is customarily organized into two spheres: public 

affairs and private matters, both of which were determined by 

God. To woman is assigned the presidency of the household; to 

man, all the business of state, the marketplace, the 

administration of justice, government, the military, and all 

other such enterprises. A woman is not able to hurl a spear or 

shoot an arrow, but she can grasp the distaff, weave at the 

loom; she correctly disposes of all such tasks that pertain to the 

household. She cannot express her opinion in a legislative 
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assembly, but she can express it at home, and often she is more 

shrewd about household matters than her husband. She cannot 

handle state business well, but she can raise children correctly, 

and children are our principal wealth... God maintained the 

order of each sex by dividing the business of human life into 

two parts and assigned the more necessary and beneficial 

aspects to the man and the less important, inferior matters to 

the woman.
99

  

Augustine (354-430 AD), Bishop of Hippo, Renowned 

Theologian, Christian Philosopher 

 "The greatest of the church fathers was Augustine. He has 

been recognized as the greatest thinker and theologian of Christian 

antiquity."
100

 Called the "Architect of the Middle Ages...Augustine 

has continued to be a major influence in theology for both 

Catholics (especially in his views on the church and the 

sacraments) and Protestants (especially in regard to grace and 

salvation)."
101

  

 Augustine's mother was a strong Christian, prayed for him, 

and following him to Milan, was able to see him and his son, her 

grandson, baptized before she died. Augustine returned to North 

Africa after her death and became Bishop of Hippo in 395. Gifted 

in rhetoric and a prolific writer, his most famous works are The 

Confessions and City of God, yet his catalog of works has served 

the later theological thinking of men like Luther, Calvin, and many 

pastors and teachers today. With all his theological giftings, 

Augustine stated this in On the Trinity:  

 

When I was treating of the nature of the human mind, that 

the woman together with her own husband is the image of God, 

so that that whole substance may be one image; but when she is 

referred separately to her quality of help-meet, which regards 

the woman herself alone, then she is not the image of God; but 

as regards the man alone, he is the image of God as fully and 
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completely as when the woman too is joined with him in 

one.
102

 

In Literal Commentary on Genesis, Augustine expounded on the 

purpose of woman:  

  If it were not the case that the woman was created to be man’s 

helper specifically for the production of children, then why 

would she have been created as a ‘helper’ (Gen.2:18)? Was it 

so that she might work the land with him? No because there did 

not yet exist any such labor for which he needed a helper, and 

even if such work had been required, a male would have made 

a better assistant. One can also posit that the reason for her 

creation as helper had to do with the companionship she could 

provide for the man, if perhaps he got bored with his solitude. 

Yet for company and conversation, how much more agreeable 

it is for two male friends to dwell together than for a man and a 

woman! . . . I cannot think of any reason for woman’s being 

made as man’s helper, if we dismiss the reason of 

procreation.
103

 

In the same writing, but concerning women's inferior intelligence, 

Augustine wrote:  

 How could he [Adam] have believed what the serpent said? For 

the serpent said that God prohibited them from eating the fruit 

of that tree because he knew that if they did so, they would 

become as gods by their knowing good and evil (Gen. 3:5)—as 

if God begrudged his creatures so great a blessing! That a man 

endowed with a spiritual mind could have believed this is 

astonishing. And just because it is impossible to believe it, 

woman was given to man, woman who was of small 

intelligence and who perhaps still lives more in accordance 
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with the promptings of the inferior flesh than by the superior 

reason.
104

 

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274 AD), Italian Priest, Philosopher, 

Theologian 

 Some consider Thomas Aquinas to be one of the greatest 

Christian philosophers in church history.  His Summa Theologica is 

considered a masterpiece. Aquinas' writings continue to be read and 

referred to by seminary professors and preachers, both Catholics and 

Protestants, today.  

 Thomas Aquinas was born in Roccasecca, near Naples, Italy, 

and was the youngest son of Landulph, count of Aquino, and Theodora, 

countess of Teano. "Before Saint Thomas Aquinas was born, a holy 

hermit shared a prediction with his mother, foretelling that her son 

would enter the Order of Friars Preachers, become a great learner, and 

achieve unequaled sanctity."
105

 

 Thomas Aquinas was sent to school under Benedictine monks 

at Monte Cassino at age five. At thirteen, he returned to Naples and 

finished his primary education at the Benedictine House, where the 

philosophies of Aristotle greatly influenced him. Attending the 

University of Naples, Aquinas became interested in the Dominican 

order of Monks and joined them c. 1243. "His family, strongly opposed 

to this, held him prisoner for fifteen months before relenting."
106

 Going 

on to study under Albert the Great in Paris, Aquinas eventually earned 

his master of theology, doctorate of theology, and became highly 

sought after to preach, teach, and write.  

 In Summa Theologica, Aquinas asks and responds to various 

practical, philosophical, and theological questions that reveal his beliefs 

regarding females. In answer to the question of whether a man ought to 

love his mother more than his father, Aquinas said: 

 

 Strictly speaking, however, the father should be loved more 

than the mother. For father and mother are loved as principles 

of our natural origin. Now the father is principle in a more 

excellent way than the mother, because he is the active 

principle, while the mother is a passive and material principle. 
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Consequently, strictly speaking, the father is to be loved 

more.
107

 

 In response to whether woman should have been made in the 

first production of things, Aquinas concluded that woman, as an 

individual, is defective. However, woman, as part of nature in general, 

is not defective in her role in "generation," meaning procreation:  

 As regards the individual nature, woman is defective and 

misbegotten, for the active force in the male seed tends to the 

production of a perfect likeness in the masculine sex; while the 

production of woman comes from defect in the active force or 

from some material indisposition, or even from some external 

influence; such as that of a south wind, which is moist, as 

the Philosopher [Aristotle] observes (De Gener. Animal. iv, 2). 

On the other hand, as regards human nature in 

general, woman is not misbegotten, but is included 

in nature's intention as directed to the work of generation. Now 

the general  intention of nature depends on God, Who is the 

universal Author of nature. Therefore, in 

producing nature, God formed not only the male but also the 

female.
108

 

 Furthermore, Aquinas believed the concept of females being 

subject to males is not a result of sin but existed before sin as males are 

naturally superior in their ability to reason and wiser than females: 

 Subjection is twofold. One is servile, by virtue of which a 

superior makes use of a subject for his own benefit; and this 

kind of subjection began after sin. There is another kind of 

subjection which is called economic or civil, whereby the 

superior makes use of his subjects for their own benefit 

and good; and this kind of subjection existed even before sin. 

For good order would have been wanting in 

the human family if some were not governed by others wiser 

than themselves. So by such a kind of 
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subjection woman is naturally subject to man, because 

in man the discretion of reason predominates.
109

 

Martin Luther (1483-1546 AD) German Priest, Protestant 

Reformer 

 Born in 1483, Martin Luther was one of eight children, the 

second son of a successful miner, and a pious mother. Although from 

the peasant class, his father was able to send him to a preparatory 

school. He went on to university and law school. Luther left before 

finishing law school, entered a monastery, and was ordained to the 

priesthood in 1507.  

 Luther is most famous for his doctrinal position drawn from the 

public proclamation that justification necessary for salvation is by faith 

alone, sola fide. Having studied under Augustine's theology, the key 

verse that had a profound impact on the change in his understanding of 

the true Gospel was Romans 1:17, "For in the gospel the righteousness 

of God is revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from first to 

last, just as it is written: 'The righteous will live by faith.'
110

 

 Along with Luther's view that justification is by faith alone, 

contrary to the Catholic church's view at the time, he also "protested" 

some manners of corruption he saw. Luther wrote his Ninety-five 

Theses to expose the corruption that the power of indulgences had 

within the church and nailed this document on the door of the 

Wittenburg church. "To be sure, October 31, 1517, would indeed turn 

out to be the first hint that the Western world was about to be turned 

upside down. But Luther's act on All Hallows Eve in 1517 was not an 

act of rebellion. It was, in fact, just the opposite - the act of a dutiful 

son of mother church."
111

 Nevertheless, the Protestant Reformation had 

officially begun.  

 "As a result of the Reformation, women were given new 

opportunities to be educated, participate in the church and in the family, 

and share the Gospel. Martin Luther proclaimed the priesthood of all 

believers, teaching that both men and women were equal before God 

and free to pursue their God-given vocational callings."
112
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Nevertheless, whether performing duties of biblical study, evangelism, 

or teaching other women, a woman's primary place and vocation still 

remained in the home, in Luther's view, and not in the public as 

preachers.     

 Martin Luther's courage and deep spiritual conviction were 

commendable. He was, however, known to have a bad temper and was 

easily angered. Often described as combative and rebellious, he could 

be looked at as one who questioned authorities but sought truth in 

doing so. Though Luther did not rob women of being created in God's 

image as Augustine did, he did believe females are inferior to males 

based on his understanding of the creation account in Genesis 1:27: 

Moses here mentions both sexes together. That woman might 

not appear to be excluded from all the glory of the life to come. 

For woman seems to be a creature somewhat different from 

man, in that she has dissimilar members, a varied form and a 

mind weaker than man. Although Eve was a most excellent and 

beautiful creature, like unto Adam in reference to the image of 

God, that is with respect to righteousness, wisdom and 

salvation, yet she was a woman. For as the sun is more glorious 

than the moon, though the moon is a most glorious body, so 

woman, though she was a most beautiful work of God, yet she 

did not equal the glory of the male creature. 

However Moses here joins the two sexes together and says that 

God created them male and female for a further reason that he 

might thereby signify that Eve also being alike created of God, 

alike with Adam became thereby a partaker of the divine image 

and similitude, and also of the dominion over all things. Hence 

woman is still a partaker of the life divine to come, as Peter 

says, "As being heirs together of the grace of life," 1 Pet. 3:7. 

In all domestic life also the wife is a partaker in ruling the 

house and enjoys, in common with her husband, the possession 

of the offspring of the property. There is nevertheless a great 

difference between the sexes. The male is as the sun in the 

heaven, the female as the moon, while the other animals are the 

stars, over which the sun and the moon have influence and rule. 

The principal thing to be remarked therefore in the text before 

us, that it is thus written to show that the female sex is not 

excluded from all the glory of the human nature, although 

inferior to the male sex.
113
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 Luther's preaching greatly contributed to nuns leaving 

convents. He opposed the idea of isolating nuns and monks and he 

promoted the institution of marriage. He married an ex-nun, and they 

had six children. Luther's wife, Katie, often participated in Luther's 

famous Table Talks. 

 One of the more amusing, if not absurd, justifications Luther 

gives for his view that females are inferior and less intelligent than 

males rather than merely different from males (one might question 

whether Luther was teasing his wife) is quoted by authors Deborah Gill 

and Barbara Caveness:  

 

 Martin Luther wrote in Table Talk:  

‘Men have broad shoulders and narrow hips, and accordingly 

they possess intelligence. Women have narrow shoulders and 

broad hips. Women ought to stay at home; the way they were 

created indicates this, for they have broad hips and a wide 

fundament to sit upon [keep house and bear and raise 

children].' 
114

 

John Calvin (1509-1564 AD) French Pastor, Theologian, Protestant 

Reformer 

 John Calvin was born in Noyon, France, in 1509. His mother 

died when Calvin was just five or six years old, and his father, an 

attorney for the Noyon cathedral in Calvin's early years, sent him to 

college in Paris for both general and theological studies. Calvin got his 

law degree in 1532, and by 1533 or 1534, he fully committed to the 

Protestant faith. He is best known for the magisterial Institutes of the 

Christian Religion (1536-1539). Calvin's belief about the sovereign 

grace of God over salvation is a powerful and liberating theology, 

taking the ability to attain or keep eternal life off of man and placing it 

solely in the hands of Almighty God through the sacrifice and payment 

for sin made by Jesus Christ.  

 A master of theology and lover of Jesus, John Calvin, like the 

other historical church leaders mentioned here, was not perfect, nor 
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were all his opinions infallible. Regarding women and 1 Timothy 2:12, 

Calvin writes: 

 

 There is no absurdity in the same person commanding and 

likewise obeying when viewed in different relations. But this 

does not apply to the case of woman, who by nature (that is, by 

the ordinary law of God) is formed to obey; for γυναικοκρατία 

(the government of women) has always been regarded by all 

wise persons as a monstrous thing; and, therefore, so to speak, 

it will be a mingling of heaven and earth, if women usurp the 

right to teach. Accordingly, he bids them be ‘quiet,’ that is, 

keep within their own rank…He therefore commands them to 

remain in silence; that is, to keep within their limits and the 

condition of their sex.
115

  

 

Calvin goes on to say that while he does not believe that the creation 

order alone denotes superiority (using John the Baptist coming before 

Christ to make the point that Christ was the clear superior one), it does, 

however, indicate that males are superior to females: 

 

 Now Moses shews that the woman was created afterwards, in 

order that she might be a kind of appendage to the man; and 

that she was joined to the man on the express condition, that 

she should be at hand to render obedience to him. (Genesis 

2:21) Since, therefore, God did not create two chiefs of equal 

power, but added to the man an inferior aid, the Apostle [Paul] 

justly reminds us of that order of creation in which the eternal 

and inviolable appointment of God is strikingly displayed.
116

 

 In his commentary on John 20:16-18, Calvin sees Christ 

instructing the women to go and tell the Apostles that He is alive, not as 

elevating the role of the women or as Christ giving honor to the 

women, but as a rebuke on the men: 

I therefore conclude that Mary was sent to the disciples in 

general; and I consider that this was done by way of reproach, 

because they had been so tardy and sluggish to believe. And, 

indeed, they deserve not only to have women for their teachers, 

but even oxen and asses, since the Son of God had been 

                                                           
 115

 John Calvin, Commentaries on The Epistles to Timothy, Titus, and 

Philemon, trans. William Pringle, (1856; repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock 

Publishers, 2006), 68.  
116

 Ibid., 69.  



53  

teaching them long and laboriously. Yet this is a mild 

punishment when Christ has his disciples learn from the 

women, so that through them he may bring them back to 

himself... We should also, however, notice that this event was 

extraordinary -- we might almost say accidental... But, in doing 

so they are not acting like apostles; and, therefore it is wrong to 

derive a law from this command of Christ and to allow women 

to perform baptisms. Let us be satisfied that Christ displayed 

the boundless treasures of his grace in them when on one 

occasion he made them teachers of the apostles; he did not 

intend this unique privilege to be seen as an example... Yet it 

pleased the Lord to show a proof of his power by means of 

those weak and contemptible vessels.
117

 

 Contemptible vessels? Calvin reiterates his view that women 

are by God-given nature inferior to men in his commentary on 

1 Corinthians 11: "... God's eternal law, which has made the 

female sex subject to the authority of men. On this account all 

women are born, that they may acknowledge themselves 

inferior in consequence of the superiority of the male sex."
118

 

John Knox (c. 1514-1572 AD) Scottish Protestant Reformer, Father 

of Presbyterianism 

 John Knox was born near Haddington, Scotland, and educated 

at the University of Glasgow and St. Andrews. Knox became an 

ordained priest around 1536 but did not become a Christian until 1543. 

He was the premiere leader of the Scottish Reformation. 

 Under Catholic regent Mary of Guise, Knox and others were 

captured from St. Andrews castle and taken to France, where Knox 

served as a galley slave for nineteen months. When he was released, 

Knox went to England and preached until Mary Tudor was crowned 

queen. Knox fled to France, Germany, and then Geneva, where he 

studied theology and Presbyterian structure under John Calvin and 

pastored English refugees. Upon the death of Mary Tudor, John Knox 

returned to Scotland. "He declared boldly that the mass was idolatry, 

and that Catholic churches and monasteries should be closed... 

Protestantism was established as the national religion, a confession of 

faith was formulated, and a constitution for the new church was drawn 

                                                           
117

 John Calvin, John, eds. Alister McGrath and J. I. Packer, 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1994), 449.   
118

  John Calvin, "Calvin's Commentaries", quoted in Bible Hub, 

Accessed June 4, 2024,  

https://biblehub.com/commentaries/calvin/1_corinthians/11.htm.  



54  

up."
119 

Though Knox had to contend with the new queen, Mary Stuart, 

who had him arrested, he was acquitted and his "[l]ast years were 

devoted to [the] ministry of preaching and counseling in Edinburgh and 

St Andrews. The triumph of the Scottish Reformation was 

complete."
120

 

 John Knox wrote the famous treatment on Predestination, much 

of The First Book of Discipline, and his History of the Reformation of 

Religion in Scotland. Knox was married twice, had five children, and is 

reported to have had female friends, though he did seem to think 

females were inferior to males, a philosophy that permeated his era. His 

personality has been described as arrogant, cantankerous, and 

rebellious. After his journey with tyrannical Catholic queens, his harsh 

thoughts about women in leadership were evident, as stated in his 

famous The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment 

of Women: 

And first, where I affirm the empire of a woman to be a thing 

repugnant to nature, I mean not only that God, by the order of 

his creation, has spoiled [deprived] woman of authority and 

dominion, but also that man has seen, proved, and pronounced 

just causes why it should be...  

Nature, I say, does paint them forth to be weak, frail, impatient, 

feeble, and foolish; and experience has declared them to be 

inconstant, variable, cruel, lacking the spirit of counsel and 

regiment [leadership]. And these notable faults have men in all 

ages espied in that kind, for the which not only they have 

removed women from rule and authority, but also some have 

thought that men subject to the counsel or empire of their wives 

were unworthy of public office... 

Woman in her greatest perfection was made to serve and obey 

man, not to rule and command him. 

God should say, 'Forasmuch as you have abused your former 

condition, and because your free will has brought yourself and 

mankind into the bondage of Satan, I therefore will bring you 

in bondage to man. For where before your obedience should 

have been voluntary, now it shall be by constraint and by 

necessity; and that because you have deceived your man, you 

shall therefore be no longer mistress over your own appetites, 
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over your own will or desires. For in you there is neither reason 

nor discretion which are able to moderate your affections, and 

therefore they shall be subject to the desire of your man. He 

shall be lord and governor, not only over your body, but even 

over your appetites and will.'  

And that the Holy Ghost does manifestly express, saying: ' 

suffer not that woman usurp authority above man' (1 Tim. 

2:12). He says not, 'I will not that woman usurp authority 

above her husband;' but he names man in general, taking from 

her all power and authority to speak, to reason, to interpret, or 

to teach; but principally to rule or to judge in the assembly of 

men.
121

 

 Throughout The First Blast, John Knox, while not at all careful 

in his manner or respectful in tone toward women, gives pointed and 

clear reasoning, from his perspective, for his interpretation of the often-

quoted Pauline scriptures regarding women. Knox explains that while 

God has the right to do things, such as putting Deborah in leadership 

over Israel, He still did not give humans the right to overrule His 

commands. He believed that God has commanded that women be in 

complete subjection to their husbands of their bodies, wills, and desires, 

such that husbands tell their wives what they are permitted to do, think, 

and feel.  

Conclusion 

 Some statements quoted above are steeped in the culture of 

their day and are damaging to views of God's perfect creation of 

woman. Their theology, such as Augustine's ontological view of women 

as inferior intellectually and not part of the imago Dei unless married to 

a man, is hurtful and incorrect. Space does not permit debate on these 

views, but all one has to do is read Genesis; "So God 

created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created 

them; male and female he created them"
122

 to see that both male and 

female share in the imago Dei.  

 This appeal to church leadership does not address the office of 

Senior Pastor or Priest. Some do ordain women to the office of Pastor, 
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but that is not the issue at hand here. The appeal here is to traditional 

churches, asking them to consider giving women official positions such 

as Deacon, as some church fathers proposed, and give the female 

deacons the same input as male deacons in decision-making. Even the 

nuns of old had decision-making authority over whom and how they 

served.  

 All Sunday School teachers are under the ultimate authority of 

the Senior Pastor, who is usually a male in conservative churches. 

Under such male leadership, the same appeal is made to consider 

allowing qualified women to teach a Sunday School or other classes 

that men choose to attend.  

 There are other areas in which women may be called to serve 

or teach. Today, we see highly qualified women speaking at church 

conferences and panel discussions, podcasts, radio, and television, all 

of which men can hear. However, there is still a contingency of 

churches that do not allow women of their fellowship to write 

devotionals for their Advent or Lenten booklets although men would be 

the editors and approvers of content. Some do not allow input from the 

women of their church on important congregational matters or do not 

allow women to be advocates for other women on ethics commissions 

where women are judged solely by a group of men in marital or other 

matters. There are numerous and varied examples of areas where 

women can contribute substantially to the church.  

 Just one year before this paper was written, a pastor who is also 

a national speaker and author and beloved by many in the evangelical 

church declared that women should not be allowed in leadership, even 

of parachurch ministries. A few years before that, another respected and 

beloved nationally known pastor-speaker-theologian stated that a 

woman who had been asked to speak on Mother's Day by the Senior 

Pastor of a local church (a man) should "go home." She was under a 

male pastor's authority and spoke by his request on motherhood. This 

woman had only been a women's Bible teacher, not a pulpit preacher, 

yet a renowned pastor rebuked her for complying with another male 

pastor's request to speak from a pulpit at all.  

 Even great theologians of the early church were not perfectly 

correct on all doctrines, and it would be fair to consider that they, and 

some modern-day theologians and pastors, may not be correct on all 

points regarding women in the church, either. 
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 Wayne Grudem articulates, “Beginning with the pouring out of 

the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, the gift of prophecy was widely distributed 

in the NT church.”
123

 Grudem is an associate professor of biblical and 

systematic theology at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. Pentecost is 

a pivotal moment in the prophetic ministry since it signifies 

continuance. Peter the emboldened apostle in Acts 2:14-17, 

vociferously clarified to his bewildered audience that what they were 

witnessing (post the outpouring of the Spirit), was not a state of 

drunkenness but rather fulfilled prophecy.
124

 Joel prophesied (Joel 2:28) 

that in the last days these very gifts (prophecy) would be poured out in 

the manner that Peter’s audience witnessed. This is the hallmark of 

what prophecy and prophets resembled in NT period. However, today 

there are many debates as to who are to be considered prophets, what is 

the criteria for the office and how prophets/prophecies are to be judged. 

 Wayne Grudem is no stranger to this debate and is famous for 

his doctoral dissertation which later became a book titled, The Gift of 

Prophecy in the New Testament and Today. This paper seeks to get an 

understanding of NT prophets/prophecy using scholarly work on NT 

prophecy, as well as utilizing various rebuttals to the thoughts of 

pertinent scholars like Wayne Grudem, coupled with 

conclusions/assumptions/inferences drawn. An exegesis of the relevant 

NT scriptures will be conducted for deeper insight on NT and 

contemporary prophecy. The topic of prophecy/prophets has proven to 

be a contentious issue. As a result, there have been many 

misunderstandings of these terms, and as such, an understanding is 

appropriate at this juncture. 

 

An Understanding of Prophecy/Prophets 

 It is with great expediency that the terms prophet and prophecy 

be explored for guided contextual clarity. Admittedly, there are those 
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who have finessed definitions for ends and purposes, wittingly or 

unwittingly, to stir up reactions in the scholarly world. As a result, it is 

prudent that a scholarly meaning be established. According to 

Zondervan Illustrated Bible Dictionary, “Three Hebrew words are used 

in the OT to designate the prophets, namely, nabi.., ro’eb.., and 

hozeh…Each of these words designate one who is speaking for God. 

The use of nabi is illustrated in Exod. 4:15 and 7:1.”
125

 It continues, 

“The two words ro’eh and hozeh perhaps have primary reference to the 

fact that the person so designated, sees the message that God gives 

him.”
126

 Undoubtedly, this references one who has a deep relationship 

with God and has been chosen by God to be his mouthpiece, and 

therefore, tasked to vocalize what God wants revealed to the target 

audience. Stephen Kring wrote in his article concerning prophets, “A 

true prophet, therefore, speaks the pure word of God with divine 

authority.”
127

 It is reasonable to expect one who speaks the pure word 

of God and speaks on behalf of God to speak authoritatively. 

OT Prophets/Prophecy and NT Prophets/Prophecy 

This authoritative delivery of the pure word of God description 

epitomized OT prophets like Moses, Elijah, and Elisha to name a few. 

As Grudem articulates, “Many OT prophets were able to speak and 

write words which had absolute divine authority., and which were 

recorded in canonical scripture.”
128

 Indubitably, this divine authority 

continued in the NT era with John the Baptist, Jesus the prophet of all 

prophets and ultimately his apostles. Lending support to this view is 

James L. Boyer of Grace College who states emphatically, “To begin 

with, prophecy in the New Testament is the same as the Old Testament; 

it is a continuation of the same office and function.”
129

 The office of 

prophet in the Old Testament and in the gospels produced prophecies 

containing certain consistent elements such as predictiveness, 

judgement, supernatural knowledge, supernatural acts and divine 
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pronouncements.
130

 Elijah for example, predicted that there would be a 

drought in 1 Kings 17. John the Baptist, the forerunner of Christ, also 

predicted the coming of one greater than himself in John 1:15. Jesus 

predicted his own death and resurrection in Mark 8:31. These examples 

demonstrate a prophetical consistency shared in the OT and the NT 

gospels. Grudem has an alternative view of the title given to the gospel 

apostles suggesting that they were not necessarily regarded as prophets. 

He claims that though they are part of the OT way of prophetic 

function, they were not actually called prophets even by Jesus himself. 

They were called apostles and not prophets.
131

 But were the gospels the 

end of New Testament prophecy/Prophets?  

Grudem’s Understanding of Prophets/Prophecy 

At the heart of the NT prophecy/prophet debate is a statement 

made by Grudem redefining what constitutes prophecy. Hence, he 

proposes redefining what makes one a prophet in the post gospel era. 

He argues that “Although several definitions have been given of the gift 

of prophecy, the NT indicates that it should be defined not as 

“predicting the future”, nor as “proclaiming a word from the Lord”, nor 

as “powerful preaching”, but rather as telling something that God has 

spontaneously brought to mind.”
132

 This inevitably and drastically 

alters the meaning or understanding of prophecy, and deviates 

significantly from the early church’s view. However, this seems like a 

cleverly crafted compromise between the cessationists and non-

cessationists. The cessationists believe that spiritual gifts ceased at the 

end of the apostolic period. Consequently, Grudem attempts to forge a 

compromise between the two views. F. David Farnell expresses this 

thought with utmost clarity. He writes, “The recent surge of interest in 

the prophetic gift has witnessed a crossing of traditional boundaries by 

some individuals in an apparent attempt to find a mediating position 

between the two perspectives. Grudem is a prominent example of this 

tendency. Belonging to the Reform tradition that is cessationist in 

background. Grudem has been influenced by the Vineyard 

movement.
133

 Bruce Compton in his response to Grudem wrote, 

“Grudem begins his defense by defining New Testament prophecy and 

distinguishing it from Old Testament prophecy or what he calls 
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ordinary or congregational prophecy as someone telling something that 

God has spontaneously brought to mind.”
134

 There is evidently a 

synergistic thread running through Grudem’s thought process on this 

issue that bleeds through. He is postulating an impulsive, spontaneous, 

and probably off the cuff speech that involves more than likely some 

human influence. This will further be explored as this paper progresses.  

Prophets/Prophecy in Acts 

The outpouring of the Holy Ghost was a defining moment for 

the early church since Jesus was no longer physically present to lead, 

teach, heal, guide, and do all that a prophet of his stature was called to 

do. After all, he was the prophet prophesied about by his predecessors. 

Pentecost was indeed a watershed moment for the scared, probably 

anxious, timid, and concerned believers who were waiting patiently in 

the upper room. But Acts 2:14-18 describes a moment of reckoning and 

a vindication of their patience, as they were anointed for service. A 

vivid manifestation of the Lord’s majestic power was on display before 

the eyes of bewildered spectators. Peter confirms the fulfilment of 

Joel’s prophecy (Joel 2:28) that the Holy Ghost would be poured out 

unto all flesh.  Firstly, the Greek words for last days are crucial. 

ἐσχάταις and ἡμέραις denote the following as referenced in the Greek 

Lexicon. These words are referring to the final days, final time, or the 

last days.
135

 The Pentecost phenomenon shows without a doubt that the 

farthest time or ends of time was not conclusively over at the end of the 

gospel period. Eckhard Schnabel wrote in his Acts Commentary,  

Peter links the last days not with the coming of the Holy Spirit 

but with the entire ministry of Jesus. This was a common early 

Christian conviction that was often expressed: the ministry, 

death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus, the Messiah and 

Savior, with the climax of the coming of the Spirit on 

Pentecost, constitute the beginning of the final epoch in history 
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when God has acted in a decisive manner to bring salvation 

through his son.
136

 

Similarly, Joseph Fitzmyer shares his thoughts on these verses in Acts 

by writing, “Luke changes the beginning of the Greek text of Joel from 

“after this” to “in the last days.” He further states, “Luke thus gives the 

quotation a new eschatological orientation and ascribes the prophet’s 

words to God himself. For Luke this is a new period in God’s salvation 

history: the Period of the Church...under the guidance of the Spirit.”
137

 

There is an obvious expression of the fulfilment of a prophecy in days 

considered by Peter, the eschaton. It is evident therefore, that this 

signaled a wave of prophecy through prophets, some of whom were not 

apostles or prophets in the gospel period. Acts 11:27-28 highlight the 

concept of a multitude of prophets who existed and operated in the role 

as prophets and recognized as such, as the canon reveals. These 

individuals were not apostles since they were not necessarily called as 

such. Therefore, they were, as written, prophets. James Boyer writes, 

“...we read that prophets went down from Jerusalem to Antioch, one of 

whom was named Agabus, who foretold that a great famine was 

coming.”
138

 However, Grudem utilizes Agabus in Acts 21:10-11 to 

point out some inaccuracies in Agabus’ second recorded prophesy 

which is about Paul’s capture.
139

 This point of inaccuracy will become 

extremely relevant as Grudem’s view of prophecy is further discussed. 

Prophecy/Prophets in 1 Corinthians 

Apostle Paul placed considerable value in the gift of prophecy 

in Corinthians 14. In verse 1 he declares that spiritual gifts are to be 

desired. However, special emphasis is placed on prophecy as a 

desirable gift. This crystallizes the point of how prominent a role 

prophecy played in the early church. Prophecy is critically important in 

building and encouraging people and the church, Acts 4:3-4. Grudem 

massages verse 3 by asserting that the building up is a spontaneous 

revelation of God’s insight into someone’s heart, thereby building up 

that person.
140

 The spontaneity is an inference not captured in the 
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verses, but it speaks loudly to Grudem’s thought on prophecy. 

However, Paul lays out a methodology of operation for the office and 

function of prophets in the church, as laid out in Acts 14:29-33. 

Essential in this methodology of operation is the participation of the 

hearers. They were to weigh what the two or three prophets said. The 

Greek word used διακρινέτωσαν· is in 3
rd

 person present active 

imperative plural.
141

 This means that a command is given to the 

audience. The lexical form of this word is διακρίνω which means 

making a judgement based on detailed information or to evaluate. But 

the lexicon goes further as it pertains to 1 Cor 14:29 and suggests that it 

means evaluating carefully.
142

 Therefore, if an evaluation must be 

made, is it of the prophet or his prophecies? And are they one in the 

same? Does the prophecy prove prophethood?  

David Farnell utilizes the Didache extensively in his dissecting 

of this command. Hence, he shares, “Similar to Paul’s insistence that 

prophets be examined (1 Cor 14:29) and John’s instruction to test a 

prophet and his prophecy (1John 4:1-3), the Didache asserted that 

prophets were to be tested.
143

 Farnell is introducing literature of the 

early church which is presumed to have been written either the 1
st
 or 2

nd
 

century AD. He is suggesting that beyond Paul’s command, there was a 

method the church fathers used to sort out or sift through this 

conundrum. He writes further,  

 

The test for a true prophet is given in 11.8 “Not everyone who 

speaks forth in the Spirit is a prophet, but only if he has the 

kind of behavior which the Lord approves. From his behavior, 

then, will the false prophet and the true prophet be known.” A 

prophet was to be judged on the basis of lack of greed for gain, 

consistency in doctrine and practice, and the demonstration of 

knowing the ways of God.
144

 

Obviously, there was room for speaking in the spirit in the early church, 

but not all of those who were used in those instances were called or 

deemed prophets. Additionally, there was to be consistency in the 

prophet’s fruit and his utterances as measured by the word of God. 

According to this excerpt from the Didache, the test or evaluation of the 

prophet was not based on the sifting of utterances for falsehood and 

truth but on the man himself. 
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Prophets and Prophecy Today 

 David Farnell has much to say about Grudem’s position on 

prophecy especially as it relates to the modern-day practice. “The 

current practice of the prophetic gift has been emphasized especially by 

the Vineyard and Signs and Wonders movements. Grudem’s hypothesis 

has also directly contributed to the present turmoil regarding the nature 

and function of prophecy. His assertions about the prophetic gifts are 

now being used as a primary justification of the current practice of 

prophecy in these church movements.”
145

 To be candid, it is not entirely 

certain whether Farnell is a cessationist, but he identifies an area of 

concern which he deems as turmoil in the nature and function of the 

office.  

Honestly, the prosperity gospel has opened the flood gates to 

prophets and prophetesses and Farnell’s concerns about Grudem’s ideas 

are valid. Prophets seemingly are coming out of the woodworks, 

popping up with prophecies that are sometimes very concerning. With 

Grudem’s view of the spontaneity and expected inaccuracies/falsehoods 

which form part of his new definition of prophecy, eclipsing the OT 

and NT tests, the alarm needs to be sounded on some of these current 

day prophets. It appears from Grudem’s viewpoint that inaccuracy is 

synonymous with prophecy. Agabus’ prediction of Paul’s capture to 

highlight inaccuracies was used as a clutch to emphasize his point on 

the reality of a new type of prophecy. Grudem makes the point that 

prophecies today (following the example of Agabus’ inaccurate 

prophecy on Paul), are in a general sense revelation from God but not 

necessarily the “Word of the Lord” nor should be construed as strict as 

OT prophecies in the “Thus Says the Lord” epithet. Prophecies today 

are generally laced with human spirit speech. In other words, the 

prophet relays to the best of his ability the revelation which often, will 

have elements of inaccuracies.
146

 Given this view, inaccuracies or what 

could be deemed falsehoods or erroneous speech can be expected in 

prophecy. Grudem’s view radically augments the nature of prophecy by 

broadening its meaning with the injection of a measure of uncertainty 

of accuracy. One can therefore infer that Grudem seeks to normalize 

this iteration of prophecy. 

 This type of prophecy is very prevalent today. The typical 

prophetically distinct and authoritative epithets have morphed into 

more carefully crafted ones; Hence, many prophets today use phrases 

like, ‘I feel the Lord saying’ or ‘I hear the Lord saying’ all used in 

                                                           
145

 Ibid., 303. 
146

 Wayne Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in the New Testament and 

Today (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway, 2000) 80-100. 



66  

meticulously nuanced ways to not sound arrogant, yet sound seemingly 

authoritative. A common ploy exploited by some prophets today is this 

phrase or some iteration of it, “I hear the Lord saying that there is 

someone in the audience who needs a job, or a promotion, and God is 

saying to you, give, give until it hurts. Give sacrificially so that God 

can release what you need.” This type of prophecy has invaded the 

pulpit and has been normalized. According to Benjamin B. Phillips, 

“Finally, contemporary Reformed theologians such as J. I Parker and 

Michael Horton have affirmed that preaching is prophecy. Michael 

Horton Notes that the office of prophet can be understood in either a 

narrow or broad sense. In the narrow sense, the term refers to the 

biblical prophets. In a broad sense, it encompasses Spirit-empowered 

speech by all believers.”
147

 If this Spirit-empowered speech does not 

meet the criteria as suggested by James Boyer as referenced earlier, 

which are, predictiveness, judgement, supernatural knowledge, 

supernatural acts, and divine pronouncements, how can they be 

considered prophecies? If Grudem’s spontaneous speech theory riddled 

with inaccuracies is the standard, then has the meaning of prophecy 

truly changed? Are the cessationist right in their assessment of the 

discontinuation of prophecy/prophets since the close of the canon? Or 

does the book of Revelation provide an insight into the eschatological 

resurgence of prophets in the two prophets in Rev. 11 or does this 

signify the continuation of the office of the prophet that never ceased 

with the canon? These questions cannot be answered in this paper; 

however, further exploration is advised to get a better understanding of 

what God declares in his word about the office of prophets. 

 

Conclusion 

 Incontrovertibly, the NT records the gift of prophecy 

throughout the Apostolic Period, and it has also been shown through 

the quotation by Farnell as he quoted from the Didache, that this 

function continued into the second century. Consequently, there is some 

hinting of the acceptance of prophecy as the church moved passed the 

Apostolic period. Conclusively, based on the Didache, criteria were set 

to be able to distinguish a true prophet from an imposter. Assuredly, 

there is validity to Grudem’s overall view of the continuation of the 

office. However, the change in standards through the new definition 

that he propounds is deserving of scrutiny. I conclude that Agabus’ 

prophecy on Paul’s capture does not serve as a blueprint for 
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inconsistent or inaccurate prophecies. Grudem writing that “each 

prophecy might have both true and false elements in it, and those would 

be sifted and evaluated for what they were,”
148

 is an inexcusable 

attempt at normalizing his view on prophecy today. 

 Further, it seems clear that prophecy did not cease with the 

closing of the canon of scripture as the cessationist promotes, nor has 

the standards of the office changed. However, what appears to have 

influenced prophecies today is the injection of either human derived 

speech, or as was prevalent in the Corinthian church, the demonic 

influence. Avowedly, prophecy ought to continue to form part of the 

church since it is an essential part of the edification or building up 

required for maturity and learning. The evaluation of prophecies is 

critically important to avoid Satanic influence from permeating through 

the vulnerable minds and spirits of the congregants who are innocently 

eager for solutions to the issues of life. 
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“Jesus said to them, ‘Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and 

to God the things that are God's.’ And they marveled at him” (Mark 

12:17).
149

 

 

The “Muddled Entanglement” of the Church of England 

The establishment, or what could be described as 

“entanglement” due to its complicated or compromising relationship 

between the Church of England with the UK parliament and the Royal 

Monarchy, is often bolstered as “The British Way,” but does this 

formal arrangement still exemplify the Gospel the way it was intended? 

The main objective of this study is to examine the establishment of the 

Anglican Church of England with the United Kingdom of Great Britain 

through a Biblical and theological lens. The question is whether the 

establishment serves to alter the Christian perspective promoted in the 

Gospel and in the church, and possibly hinders the church in its role. It 

is this author’s presupposition that the current establishment of the 

church and state in the UK is detrimental to this Biblical perspective of 

the church and its role. This thesis, therefore, argues that the formal 

establishment of the church and state in its current form is yet a shadow 

of what it was intended for and the bondage of an established 

relationship between the two entities shackles the true representation of 

the church.   

There is no room for arguing against the fact that Christianity 

in the United Kingdom (UK) and Europe as a whole, has been 

dwindling over the past century. In Douglas Jacobsen’s book, Global 

Gospel, he indicates, “Over the last hundred years, Europe’s share of 

the world’s Christian population has collapsed from about 65 percent to 

25 percent, and it is still falling.”
150

 Yet, even though the majority of 

countries within Europe have at some point instituted into their 

societies a formal relationship between church and state, Christianity, 

which was once a prominent aspect of life has been pushed aside for 
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secularist and humanist movements. A draft of the 2004 European 

Union constitution which was later rejected, reads,  

 

Conscious that Europe is a continent that has brought forth 

civilization; that its inhabitants, arriving in successive waves 

from earliest times, have gradually developed the values 

underlying humanism: equality of persons, freedom, respect for 

reason, drawing inspiration from the cultural, religious and 

humanist inheritance of Europe, the values of which, still 

present in its heritage.”
151

 

 

While the UK is no longer a member of the European Union, this idea 

that its country has “brought forth a civilization of humanism” is very 

prominent and pervasive in society and therefore raises an important 

question. To what degree do countries which were once predominantly 

Christian experience detrimental effects when the state is entwined with 

the church? Has it contributed to the loss of Christian faith among the 

populace? More specifically, in regard to the UK, does the 

establishment of the Anglican Church of England with the United 

Kingdom of Great Britain lead to the altering of church perspectives 

promoted in the Gospel, and possibly hinder the church in its role, a 

role given not by governmental or political authority but by the 

authority of God? 

 Many consider the establishment of church and state in 

England to be vital to the functioning of the English society, its 

political identity, and its tradition of the Royal Monarchy but the 

Church of England is only a shadow of itself compared with fifty to a 

hundred years ago. With decreasing numbers of Christians in the UK it 

seems a good time to revisit the seemingly archaic relationship of the 

establishment of the Church of England and examine if the current 

form of the relationship is beneficial or detrimental to the church.  

 The viewpoint of this thesis is coming from a UK expatriate 

who is now living in the US. From growing up in the UK and spending 

the first twenty years of my life in England before emigrating to 

America in the early 2000’s I have experienced both the established 

relationship of the church in the UK as well as no formal relationship 

between church and state in the US. While neither country can brag 

about having an overwhelmingly large Christian population today, 

there is also no question of mixed prerogatives or confused identity of 
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the church in the US because it is not directly diluted or tangled up with 

political agendas. Some may argue against this thought and assert that 

the US church is indeed entangled politically in ways unbecoming to 

the Church. However, while it is fair to say that the American church 

has sided heavily with one political party there is no formal agreement 

or establishment made between the two entities. 

From an American perspective, the establishment of affiliation 

between church and state is foreign to the American worldview because 

there has been a “separation of church and state” since the Bill of 

Rights was written in 1789. In David Barton’s book Separation of 

Church and State – What the Founders Meant (2023), he explains that 

the Congressional Record documents the conversations between the 

Founding Fathers when writing the Bill of Rights. He shares, “In those 

lengthy discussions that spanned months, the Founders repeatedly 

explained that they were seeking to prevent what they had experienced 

under Great Britain: the legal establishment by the national government 

of a single religious denomination in exclusion of all others (whether 

Catholic, Anglican, or any other).”
152

 It was also indicated how the 

word “religion” was often used interchangeably with “denomination” 

and so the First Amendment wanted to make sure there was no 

established relationship of any specific denomination like in England 

with the Anglican church and the English government. Unfortunately, 

today the understanding of the First Amendment has been somewhat 

skewed as Barton wrote “The result is that the First Amendment is now 

used to prohibit the very religious activities that the Founders 

themselves once encouraged under the same Amendment.”
153

 Even 

with this understanding however, the separation of church and state 

allows for the church to be the church and for the political arena to 

remain undoubtedly separate. This type of distinct relationship doesn’t 

allow the possibility of any muddied waters between the two entities. 

But the reality for many countries around the world is that they have 

had a formal agreement established between the church and state for 

centuries and it is simply commonplace. This is true of the Anglican 

Church of England and the UK state where Anglicanism is the most 

common denomination and the most televised, so that when a typical 

citizen thinks of the church in England, they think of the Anglican 

Church.  

 The methodology for this thesis includes the literature review 

of the studies of Michael Turnbull and Donald McFadyen as presented 

in their book, The State of the Church and the Church of the State: 
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Reimagining the Church of England for our World Today (2012). Their 

book is in support of the establishment but understands the need for 

change. Michael Turnbull is a retired Church of England Bishop and 

was once Bishop of Durham which is the fourth most senior bishop 

position in the Church of England. Reverend Donald McFadyen is 

currently Vicar of the Warmington Benefice in the Diocese of 

Peterborough and Associate Tutor / Staff Mentor with the Eastern 

Region Ministry Course (ERMC) through the University of Cambridge. 

Other literature studies included will be Jonathan Chaplin’s book titled 

Beyond Establishment: Resetting Church-State Relations in England 

(2022). Chaplin’s book is in support of de-establishment of the Church 

of England for the good of the church. He is the Director of the Kirby 

Laing Institute for Christian Ethics at Cambridge University. Also, this 

thesis will review the findings of a study titled Seeing Ourselves as 

Others See US: Perceptions of the Church of England by Stephen 

Vance, the current National lead for Evangelism and Witness for the 

Church of England and will also utilize additional literature on the topic 

from various theologians and authors.  

The overarching purpose of this thesis is to determine whether 

the current establishment between church and state in England serves to 

alter the Christian perspective promoted in the Gospel and in the 

church, and possibly hinders the church in its role. While this thesis 

explores this question, it does not aim to provide a concrete solution 

because it is beyond the scope of this paper, my expertise, and would 

require a much more detailed and thorough investigation into the 

particulars of disestablishment or a modified model of establishment. 

The discussion now turns to the historical establishment of church and 

state in the UK. 

 

Establishment of the Church of England 

 

“’Establishment,’ writes sociologist Grace Davie, ‘refers to the 

complicated but definable links between the Church of England and the 

state’” To narrow it down further, “the 1970 Chadwick Commission 

described establishment as meaning ‘the laws which apply to the 

Church of England and not to other churches’”
154

 This chapter explains 

how the establishment was created through its history, how it functions, 

and the viewpoints held by the establishment. 
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Chaplin utilizes the definition of establishment from Paul Avis, 

an Anglican priest and theologian who is a defender of establishment 

and provides the following definition,  

 

He sees the ‘core’ of Establishment as including four elements: 

the principle of partnership in service between the Church and 

civil society; the national pastoral mission of the Church that 

aims to reach the whole community, territorially understood; 

the State’s recognition of the things of God and its 

responsibility for the spiritual welfare of its citizens, in 

preference to a purely secular constitution; the acknowledged 

role of the Church in the debate over public issues.
155

 

 

History of the Establishment 

 

Throughout history there have been different examples of 

relationships between church and state. Scottish theologian and pastor, 

A.T.B. McGowan wrote in his article titled “Church and State: The 

Contribution of Church History to Evangelical Models for Public 

Theology,”  

 

In the history of the Christian Church, however, there have 

essentially been four views held concerning the relationship 

between Church and state. First, the view that the state should 

control the Church; second, the view that the Church should 

control the state; third, the view that there should be a 

separation of Church and state; and fourth, the view that 

Church and state should be in some mutually-binding 

relationship.
156

 

 

 The best way to describe the model which is in place in the UK 

is that the “state controls the church” and it has been this way since the 

1530s.  

Prior to the creation of the establishment or reformation of the 

church in 1532, the Church of England was a Catholic church which 

can trace its roots back to as early as the 3
rd

 century or even earlier. The 

writings of Tertullian in “An Answer to the Jews” provides the earliest 

reference to Christianity in the UK when he wrote, “For instance, by 
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this time, the varied races of the Gaetulians, and manifold confines of 

the Moors, all the limits of the Spains, and the diverse nations of the 

Gauls, and the haunts of the Britons--inaccessible to the Romans, but 

subjugated to Christ.”
157

 In Everett Ferguson’s book Church History – 

From Christ to the Pre-Reformation, he indicates “Three British 

Bishops were at the Council of Arles in 314,”
158

 indicating the evidence 

of Christianity in the UK in the early 300s.  

It was also at this time when the first missionaries visited the 

United Kingdom, therefore there are many noteworthy individuals in 

the history of Christianity who have laboriously helped shape the 

English church to become what it is today. St. Patrick and St. 

Augustine are the most recognized names but before them both was 

Ninian. “Ninian (360-432) was the ‘apostle of Scotland.’” … who “was 

British but trained in Rome.”
159

 He was known to work as a missionary 

between Hadrian’s Wall in Northern England and the Antonine Wall 

near current day Glasgow in Scotland.  

Patrick (389-461), who later became known as St. Patrick, was 

kidnapped from England at a young age and sold into slavery in 

Ireland. Upon his escape and return to England he had a vision that he 

was to return to Ireland as a missionary and evangelize. Some several 

years later after completing his studies and ordination he returned to 

Ireland where he would be consecrated as the Bishop of Ireland and 

minister to the Irish people for approximately forty years.   

The fact is that missionaries played a very significant role in 

the Christianization of the region. After the withdrawal of Roman 

troops early in the 5
th
 century there was a rise in paganism due to the 

influx of Anglo Saxons. However, “When Roman missionaries came to 

England at the end of the sixth century, there were already three 

expressions of Christianity… (1) the old Romano-British Christians, 

(2) Irish Christians, and (3) Iro-Scottish Christians.”
160

 Leading these 

Roman Missionaries was St. Augustine of Canterbury who stands as 

the most significant figure in the development of the Church of 

England. His admirable contributions to the church continue to impact 

the functioning and establishment of the Church of England. He was 

known as the apostle to England, who would later become the first 

Archbishop of Canterbury after founding the Christian church in the 
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South of England. Ferguson wrote, “Pope Gregory in 596 dispatched 

Augustine and forty other monks to England.”
161

 It was the mission led 

by St. Augustine that would establish the Church of England. The 

conversion of the pagan society was one fraught with immense 

opposition to Augustine and Roman Christianity, but he diligently 

trudged on, nonetheless. Most of his work would take place in 

Canterbury which is how he received the name of Augustine of 

Canterbury. Ferguson states, 

  

The correspondence of Augustine with Gregory gives details of 

the problems of adapting Roman Christianity to pagans. 

Gregory’s replies provide classic exposition of the Catholic 

strategy in missions: What was clearly inconsistent with 

Christianity was to be destroyed, but what could be taken over 

or adapted to Christian purposes was to be used in such a way 

as to provide as much continuity in the religious life as 

possible. Gregory’s mission policy meant to Christianize holy 

places and times.
162

  

 

The idea was not to destroy anything that could be used for the 

Christian faith in England but instead to utilize it to build the faith and 

bring unity to Christianity in the UK. The Church of England itself 

states,  

 

What eventually became known as the Church of England (the 

Ecclesia Anglicana - or the English Church) was the result of a 

combination of three streams of Christianity, the Roman 

tradition of St. Augustine and his successors, the remnants of 

the old Romano-British church and the Celtic tradition coming 

down from Scotland and associated with people like St. Aidan 

and St. Cuthbert.
163

  

 

This formation of the establishment of the Roman Catholic 

church in England and the consequent creation of the Church of 

England would shape the British Christian faith and society to what it is 

today. Based on Augustine’s work in Canterbury he was appointed to 

the virtuous role of the Archbishop of Canterbury which solidified the 

city's position as the spiritual center of England, a role it continues to 
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play to this day. The Archbishop of Canterbury continues to steadily 

lead the church and serves as the primary spiritual leader for the 

Church of England.  

In Michael Turnbull and Donald McFadyen’s book, The State 

of the Church and the Church of the State (2012), they show the impact 

St. Augustine had on Christianity in the UK and write,  

 

The church had a key role to play in the unification of the 

various Anglo-Saxon kingdoms into a nation with its own 

identity. The spread of the Christian faith brought opportunities 

for trade and the foundation of common law between the 

different tribes and kingdoms. Ethelbert’s Law Code was 

produced by St Augustine’s monks and written not in Latin but 

in the language of the people. The church also introduced 

literacy and scholarship into the country. The abbey which was 

founded by Augustine at Canterbury linked the country to the 

continent and the surge of learning which was carried through 

Europe.
164

 

 

In addition to understanding the role St. Augustine had on 

Christianity in the UK it is also important to understand what the 

Christian church understood at the time. In Stuart E. Prall’s book, 

Church and State in Tudor and Stuart England (1993), he wrote,  

Before proceeding further, it is necessary to outline briefly but 

fully the basic teachings of the Christian church as they were 

understood by the late medieval world…. people in this era 

really believed in God. They also really believed in Christianity 

as the true religion…The basic Christian message had been 

outlined in the early fifth century by St. Augustine in his short 

handbook, The Enchiridion. He wrote that human beings were 

the descendants of Adam and Eve after their expulsion from 

the Garden of Eden, or Paradise. To be human was to be a 

punishment for sin. Where Adam and Eve had been "created" 

in the image of God, their descendants are born as humans and 

will die as humans. Death will be followed by an eternity in 

Hell. A just God gives humans what they deserve-everlasting 

damnation. But God is merciful as well as just and provides a 

means of overcoming Hell and assuring salvation, or the 

reunion with God in Heaven. The goal of all humans is to 
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overcome Original Sin and the expulsion from Paradise and to 

be restored to Paradise
165

 

 

To further understand the climate of the church in the UK during these 

times Ferguson shared that “church-state tensions were reflected in the 

conflict between King Henry II (1154-89) and Thomas Becket, 

archbishop of Canterbury (1162-70).”
166

 He reported on the account of 

how King Henry II ended up brazenly having the archbishop killed 

because of disputes over ecclesiastical courts versus those of the 

Monarchy.  

The Church of England stayed under the power of the Catholic 

church until the reformation in the 16
th
 century when the establishment 

would undergo a critical change. McGowan provides a valuable insight 

to how the previously Catholic-controlled country removed papal 

supremacy to become the Anglican Church of England instead of being 

controlled by Rome. 

 

Both England and Scotland were partially controlled by foreign 

powers at the beginning of the sixteenth century, England by 

Spain and Scotland by France. Various alliances were formed 

because of these relationships one of the most significant of 

which was the marriage of Arthur, Prince of Wales to 

Catherine of Aragon, the daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella of 

Spain. Sadly, the marriage lasted less than a year and Catherine 

was left a widow. Henry VIII wanted to marry his brother’s 

widow and eventually persuaded Pope Julius II to permit this. 

There was considerable opposition to this marriage, not least 

from the Archbishop of Canterbury but Henry went ahead. The 

failure to produce a male heir led Henry to ask the Pope to 

annul the marriage, belatedly appearing to accept the 

Archbishop’s opinion that it had never truly been a legal 

marriage in the first place. The Pope refused, in part at least 

because of the influence upon him of Emperor Charles V, 

Catherine’s nephew. In 1529 Henry called a parliament and set 

about the Reformation of the Church, his main objective being 

that he, and not the Pope, would be the head of the Church of 

England, thus guaranteeing the Church’s complicity in his 

intended divorce. In 1531 Henry forced the clergy to accept 

this position and from that point on the Church of England has 
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never been able to make decisions for itself without royal 

approval. Parliament endorsed this and also passed other 

significant Acts, including one which prevented appeals to 

Rome.
167

 

 

While there was a back and forth of papal authority after King Henry 

VIII’s death, the relationship between church and state in the UK still 

operates under the situation which was established in 1559 with the 

Monarch as the “Supreme Governor” over the Church of England.  

Turnbull and McFadyen write, “The Church of England was 

born out of turbulence and it will remain a turbulent church. It is a 

church deeply embedded in the psyche and culture of the English 

people. It strives to be true to the Scripture and tradition while 

remaining open to what God is saying to the world today.”
168

  

While some may argue that church and state tensions are recent 

this is not actually the case. In a document for the House of Commons 

Library titled, “The relationship between church and state in the United 

Kingdom” it lists “Historically, establishment was opposed in parts of 

the UK where most of the population were not Anglican. As a result of 

political and religious pressure, the church was disestablished in Ireland 

in 1871 and Wales in 1920.”
169

 These church and state tensions in the 

UK have been around for hundreds of years, which I emphasize when it 

comes to questioning the relevancy and appropriateness of the situation 

as it is with the Anglican English church today. 

 

The Relationship of the Establishment between Church and State 

One must remember that the establishment of the church and 

State in England only applies to the Anglican Church of England and 

not to any other denominations. This assigns a unique status to the 

Anglican church which many consider to be an exclusive privilege. 

Chaplin argues that “any ‘special forms of privilege and responsibility’ 

afforded to any church by the state are theologically problematic, even 
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once we have recognized the peculiar histories by which they may have 

come about.”
170

 This segment discusses the intwined relationship of the 

Church with parliament and its relationship with the Monarch. 

 

Relationship with Parliament 

 

By baptism, upbringing, social position, and cultural 

convention, Churchill was a member of the Church of England. 

But he attended church services for family, social and 

ceremonial reasons, not for worship. As he explained in My 

Early Life, Churchill lost his Christian faith in his twenties. He 

had no belief in the divinity of Christ or in Christ as a saviour, 

and his speeches rarely referred to Jesus or Christ. While he 

relished the prose of the King James Bible and The Book of 

Common Prayer, he was indifferent towards the Church of 

England’s formularies. Nor was he interested in the doctrinal 

distinctions (rather than the social and political differences) 

between Anglican, Presbyterian, free, and Catholic churches. 

He would say (repeating a quip by a nineteenth-century prime 

minister) that he was not a pillar but a buttress of the church, 

supporting it from outside. Christianity was for Churchill a 

matter of moral and social utility, part of the fabric that held 

together free, tolerant, law-abiding, progressive, and 

prosperous communities and nations. He used the word 

“Christian” in a cultural rather than substantive religious sense, 

as a descriptor or accentuator for such terms as “ethics” or 

“civilization” as these related to the English-speaking peoples 

and European societies.
171

 

 

The religious views indicated above of the highly decorated 

Prime Minister during WWII, Sir Winston Churchill, provide such a 

comprehensive and precise glimpse into the inclination of many people 

in the UK. The perceptions listed highlight the disposition of the British 

people and provide an insight to how the majority view the relationship 

between the church and government. This section will review how the 

relationship of the Church of England functions with parliament.  

According to the House of Commons Library document titled 

“The relationship between church and state in the United Kingdom” the 
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“King is ‘Supreme Governor’ of the Church of England… Anglican 

bishops are members of the House of Lords…” and the “Church of 

England Measures (laws) require parliamentary oversight.” The 

document also indicates, 

 

Until 1919 the church was reliant on the UK Parliament for 

legislation to govern its affairs. Power was then devolved from 

Westminster to a new “National Assembly”, which assumed 

greater control of church affairs. This was replaced with a General 

Synod in 1970. A Second 

Church Estates Commissioner represents the Church of England in 

the House of Commons. The Prime Minister (or another delegated 

Minister of the Crown) is responsible for advising the Monarch on 

church appointments.
172

  

 

This relationship, even though it has changed over time, reduces the 

church’s autonomy as it answers to the Crown and to parliament.  

According to the House of Commons and echoed by a report 

from Politics.co.uk, the Church of England has twenty-six automatic 

seats for the Bishops in the House of the Lords who sit in the Upper 

Chamber of parliament. The twenty-six seats have remained in place 

since the last altering of the constitutional position in 1847 as they 

previously held over two hundred seats.   

One of the Bishops opens the House of the Lords each day with 

a prayer and then the bishops essentially act just like any other member 

of parliament since they examine legislation, ask questions, provide 

insight, and most importantly, vote. While they don’t represent a 

political party many have likened them to functioning as their own 

political party. Due to the fact many of the factors they speak on favor 

the needy and the vulnerable, many view them as somewhat leftist. 

National Lead for Evangelism and Witness for the Church of England 

and Anglican Priest, Stephen Hance in his report on “Seeing Ourselves 

as Others See Us – Perceptions of the Church of England,” writes,  

 

If historically the Church of England has been the ‘Tory Party 

at prayer,’ its senior leadership is now perceived by some to sit 

comfortably and consistently with the pro-European soft left 

and reluctant to challenge its shibboleths. The leadership of the 
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church can seem quite detached from the political centre of 

gravity in a nation which has elected a Conservative-led 

government in eight of the last eleven general elections. Some 

feel that the bishops and the church are out of touch with 

ordinary people. Some feel that the church contributes on 

issues which are relatively easy to speak about, without 

confidence to engage in thornier matters. Someone said, ‘The 

church hasn’t found its voice yet.’ 

 

While the Church of England has a strong view that they 

should continue to hold seats in parliament, the majority of the UK 

population disagree. The same report lists the following, 

– Just 8% of people believe that Bishops should retain their 

seats in the House of Lords [Source: YouGov, 2017]. 

– Religious representatives are the public’s least favoured 

candidates for appointment to the House of Lords. [You Gov, 

2003]. 

– 62% of Britons say there is “no place in UK politics for 

religious influence of any kind” [Source – Com Res – 2016] 

– 70% of Christians believe it is wrong for Bishops to have 

reserved places in the House of Lords [Source – ICM Research 

– 2010]
173

 

 

Relationship with the Crown 

 

Within the establishment, in addition to the relationship of the 

church and parliament, it also holds a very critical relationship to the 

Royal Monarch. The House of Commons writes,  

The Sovereign holds the title “Defender of the Faith and 

Supreme Governor of the Church of England”. These titles date 

back to the reign of King Henry VIII, who was initially granted 

the title “Defender of the Faith” in 1521 by Pope Leo X. When 

Henry VIII renounced the spiritual authority of the Papacy in 

1534, he was proclaimed “supreme head on earth” of the 

Church of England. This was repealed by Queen Mary I but 

reinstated during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, who was 

proclaimed “Supreme Governor” of the Church of England. 

 

According to the canon of the Church of England, section A7 

lists “Of the Royal Supremacy - We acknowledge that the King's 

excellent Majesty, acting according to the laws of the realm, is the 
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highest power under God in this kingdom, and has supreme authority 

over all persons in all causes, as well ecclesiastical as civil.”
174

 This 

highlights the complexity of the role the Royal Monarch plays in the 

relationship.  

 

General Synod 

 

The Church of England’s legislative body is the General 

Synod, which was established in 1970, after renaming and reformatting 

the previous Church Assembly.  The Church of England website 

indicates, “The General Synod is the national assembly of the Church 

of England…The General Synod considers and approves legislation 

affecting the whole of the Church of England, formulates new forms of 

worship, debates matters of national and international importance, and 

approves the annual budget for the work of the Church at national 

level.”
175

 The UK government considers “Church of England measures 

are laws with the same force and effect as Acts of Parliament, but 

which relate to the administration and organisation of the Church.”
176

 

The issue is however that the measures made by the General Synod still 

require the approval of Parliament to go into effect. According to 

parliament, “Draft measures are considered by the Ecclesiastical 

Committee, formed of MPs and members of the House of Lords. If the 

Committee approves a draft, the measure is presented to both Houses 

for approval and then – if approval is granted – to the Monarch for 

Royal Assent.”
177

 In effect, any measure established by the General 

Synod need the vote of parliament and then the approval of the 

Monarch to be approved. Proving once again the understanding that the 

Church of England is under the authority of the state. 
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The Role of the Church within the Establishment 

 

The role of the Anglican Church of England within the 

establishment is somewhat convoluted, because according to the 

Church of England, their vision is that “the Church of England’s 

vocation is and always has been to proclaim the good news of Jesus 

Christ afresh in each generation to the people of England.”
178

 However, 

in a 2012 speech by the longest reigning and arguably most influential 

Monarch in British history and former Head of the Church of England, 

Queen Elizabeth said, 

 

Here at Lambeth Palace we should remind ourselves of the 

significant position of the Church of England in our nation’s life. 

The concept of our established Church is occasionally 

misunderstood and, I believe, commonly under-appreciated. Its role 

is not to defend Anglicanism to the exclusion of other religions. 

Instead, the Church has a duty to protect the free practice of all 

faiths in this country. 

 

It certainly provides an identity and spiritual dimension for its own 

many adherents. But also, gently and assuredly, the Church of 

England has created an environment for other faith communities 

and indeed people of no faith to live freely. Woven into the fabric 

of this country, the Church has helped to build a better society – 

more and more in active co-operation for the common good with 

those of other faiths. 

 

This occasion is thus an opportunity to reflect on the importance of 

faith in creating and sustaining communities all over the United 

Kingdom. Faith plays a key role in the identity of many millions of 

people, providing not only a system of belief but also a sense of 

belonging. It can act as a spur for social action. Indeed, religious 

groups have a proud track record of helping those in the greatest 

need, including the sick, the elderly, the lonely and the 

disadvantaged. They remind us of the responsibilities we have 

beyond ourselves.
179
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Based on the words of the Monarch versus those of the Church of 

England there seems to be a disconnected and compromised 

expectation because the Church of England, which is inherently the 

church of Christ, cannot “proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ,” yet 

defends or almost promotes other religions or faith groups. The Church 

of England will not claim that it does this, but it has become so 

intertwined with the state that it has become more focused on the 

equilibrium of the other faith groups that it has lost sight of its God 

given purpose. In the study by Stephen Hance, he realized from his 

round table discussions that many people questioned if the church was 

embarrassed by God because they are so focused on works that many 

do not even know what the Church of England believes. He indicates, 

“One participant wondered aloud if we have stopped really believing in 

God and have decided to prioritise good works instead.”
180

 He added 

that “one result of this is that people who are interested in exploring 

spirituality often do not consider the Church of England as a possible 

partner in that exploration. We are simply not associated with the 

spiritual experience at all.”
181

 This seems quite sad that many people do 

not associate the Church of England as a spiritual place or institution 

and would not turn to the church in their attempt to inquisitively 

discover more about Christ. 

 

Current Climate and Status of Christianity in the UK 

 

Historically, much of the English population was Christian or 

at least claimed to be. But for many years now, the UK population of 

those identifying as having Christian affiliation has been on the decline 

and there is evidence of this everywhere. Schools are phasing out the 

Christmas nativity story of Jesus, churches are gradually being 

abandoned, and the truth of Jesus is unquestionably being pushed aside. 

Many people are now several generations removed from the church and 

as time goes by the population continues to get further and further away 

from the church. The relevancy of the church is diminishing and so is 

its influence on the lives of the British people. This chapter will discuss 

the current status of Christianity in the UK and the effect of the 

establishment on the current climate of Christianity.  

Christianity in the UK is on the decline and has been for 

several decades. Some may look at the data in this chapter and assume 

that a large portion of the population are practicing Christians but the 

numbers of people who claim they are affiliated with the Church of 
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England versus those who are practicing Christians and attend church 

regularly is vastly different. I have witnessed this personally and can 

even attest that I grew up in a family that claimed CofE (Church of 

England) but didn’t own a Bible and never stepped inside a church 

except for baby christenings, weddings, or funerals. The unfortunate 

reality is that this is commonplace for most families in the UK. 

The UK Office for National Statistics presented the following 

chart to indicate the changes over the last decade when it comes to faith 

in England and Wales. This chart indicates the faith group which a 

person affiliates with.
182

 The indications of the report are below. 

 
From the chart, it is obvious to see the decline in Christianity 

from 59.3% or 33.3 million of the population in 2011 to 46.2% or 27.5 

                                                           
182

 “Statistical Bulletin, Religion, England and Wales: Census 2021,” 

Office for National Statistics (ONS),   (released 29 November 2022, retrieved 

November 13, 2023, 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/religi

on/bulletins/religionenglandandwales/census2021). 



86  

million in 2021. While the percentage declined for Christianity, it rose 

for Buddhists, Hindu’s, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh’s, and other religions. 

The sharpest increase however came from those who indicated no 

religion. The report reveals “For the first time in a census of England 

and Wales, less than half of the population (46.2%, 27.5 million 

people) described themselves as “Christian”, a 13.1 percentage point 

decrease from 59.3% (33.3 million) in 2011”
183

  

According to published statistics found on the 

faithsurvey.co.uk website, between 1980 and 2015 UK “church 

attendance has declined from 6,484,300 to 3,081,500 (equivalent to a 

decline from 11.8% to 5.0% of the population) … England has the 

lowest percentage of the population attending church in 2015 

(4.7%).”
184

 The church denominations with the steepest decline in 

attendance between the period of 1980 and 2015 were the Anglican 

church with a 52% decline, the Catholic church with a 71% decline, 

and the Methodist church with a 67% decline.
185

 New churches 

however increased by 121% and Pentecostal churches grew by 35%. 

The statistics also indicate, “The Fastest growing churches are Fresh 

Expressions (+273%) and the Romanian Patriarchate (+233%).” (Faith 

Survey 2016) The Fresh Expressions church is, “a movement of 

Christians who establish and grow new Christian communities where 

they don’t yet exist.”
186

 The Church of England’s approach to the fresh 

expressions is called Greenhouse which is a layperson led church. The 

Romanian Patriarchate church is a hierarchy of the Romanian Orthodox 

church and has increased in size due to the migration of Romanians to 

the UK. The Orthodox times states, “According to official statistics, 

Romanians are the second-largest EU minority in the United Kingdom, 

after Poland. The Romanian community in the UK numbers about one 

million people.”
187

 

                                                           
183

 “Statistical Bulletin, Religion, England and Wales: Census 2021,” 

Office for National Statistics (ONS), (released 29 November 2022, retrieved on 

November 13, 2023, 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/religi

on/bulletins/religionenglandandwales/census2021). 
184

 “Christianity in the UK, Measuring the Christian Population in the 

UK.,” Faith Survey, (retrieved September 12, 2023. 

https://faithsurvey.co.uk/uk-christianity.html). 
185

 Ibid.  
186

 “Fresh expressions in the Church of England,” The Church of 

England, (retrieved September 12, 2023, 

https://www.Churchofengland.org/about/fresh-expressions-Church-england). 
187

 “Metropolitan of Western and Southern Europe met with 

Romanian Ambassador to London,” Orthodox Times, (March 9, 2022, 

https://faithsurvey.co.uk/uk-christianity.html


87  

While Christianity is declining especially in the Anglican 

church, fortunately there are signs of hope in small pockets. In Douglas 

Jacobsen’s book, Global Gospel, he indicates “It is often said that 

Christianity is dying in contemporary Europe. That is an overstatement, 

but the sentiment is understandable given the dynamics of religious life 

in Europe today. There are some signs of spiritual vitality in the region, 

but the overall pattern is one of deep and persuasive decline.”
188

   

In an article by Hannah Rich in Christianity Today, titled 

“Anglican Churches in the UK Are Shrinking in Size but Not Impact,” 

she writes,  

 

The evidence for secularization, or at least for the declining 

importance of Christianity, is compelling. Christian affiliation 

in the UK fell from 66 percent to 38 percent over 25 years, 

with Anglicanism accounting for the sharpest decline in 

affiliation. By 2018, only 12 percent of the national population 

identified as belonging to the Church of England or its sister 

Churches in Scotland and Wales.
189

 

 

Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger indicate in their book 

Emerging Churches (2005), “This decline began in the mid-

1960s…The reported weekly church attendance in the US is 40 percent, 

while in the UK it is 8 percent…The decline in church attendance has 

been occurring for several decades longer in the UK, which means that 

churches, new or old, are now seeking to reestablish contact with 

people three or four generations removed.”
190

   

On an encouraging note, over recent years even though the 

overall number of church attendees has declined sharply, also aided by 

the Covid-19 pandemic and strict lockdowns, there are denominations 

and pockets throughout the UK where there has been somewhat of a 

reawakening. One aspect that is possibly leading to a reawakening of 

the Gospel in the UK is the immigration of people from non-EU 

countries. Jacobsen notes in Global Gospel, “Europe is currently 

undergoing significant demographic changes because of immigration. 

More than 2.5 million immigrants now arrive in Europe every year, 
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coming mostly from Africa and Asia.”
191

 The main aspect of the 

reawakening to note however, is that it is all happening outside of the 

Church of England. The following diagram shows the decline in the 

usual Sunday attendance within the Church of England and the decline 

in baptisms and infant baptisms which were once very prominent in the 

UK.
192

  

 
 

For a visual of the decline in baptisms the following chart from 

Statista shows the decline in baptisms within the Church of England 

from 2009 to 2021.
193

 The numbers are slightly different based on the 

source but show the decline from approximately 141,900 baptisms in 

2009 to 55,200 in 2021. These numbers did rise to 79,600 in 2022 but 

this is still half of what they were in a ten-year period. 2020 and part of 

2021 were outliers due to Covid-19 lockdowns. 
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A report listed in the Church Times below shows the summary 

of church attendance figures across the United Kingdom for the Church 

of England from 2009 to 2021. The “worshipping community” is 

recorded as occasional in-person attendance of once a month or more as 

well as online worship. The report indicates, “The figure for the 

worshipping community represents approximately 1.7 per cent of the 

total population of England.”
194
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The Effect of the Establishment 

 

According to the Office of National Statistics for the UK, just 

over 50% of people in England and Wales reported their religion as 

Christian in 2019, while just under 40% reported “no religion.”
195

 

While 50% sounds like a high number only 5% of the population 

attends church regularly. As mentioned before, for many individuals 

the only time they will step inside a church is for baby christenings, 

weddings, and funerals. For the general British population, the church 

is seen as outdated and irrelevant for many people. While they 

may claim to believe in God or indicate that they are Christian on 

a survey, they don’t understand what it means to have a personal 

relationship with God and don’t see any benefit to going to 

church. This is likely the fault of the establishment between 

church and state. The establishment has caused the state to hold 

such a tight grip on the church that the church has not been able 

to lead as it should and bring people to Christ to experience an 

authentic relationship with Him. One could argue that the reason 

the Church of England has not been a good Shepherd of the 

people of England is due in part because of the tiptoe act they 

must maintain to keep the relationship with the state. God’s word 

is offensive to some. There is a narrow path to be in right 

relationship with God. That path is through Jesus Christ. To 

declare and fully profess that truth, the Church of England would 

essentially jeopardize its good standing with the people of 

England and would simply be less palatable to serve to an entire 

nation. 
The consensus for a large portion of the population of the UK 

is that the church is out of touch with its people as it has not changed 

with the times in its approach to ministering to people. The church used 

to function as a community center for a city, town, or village where 

people would gather but this is no longer the case, and many churches 

are left empty. For a church that is inevitably led by the state and 

governed by the Monarch, it also creates an elitist mentality that only 

the wealthy attend church. This is only enhanced when there is a royal 
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wedding or service where only the elite or wealthy are invited. The 

traditional Anglican Church of England is the only example of the 

church many British people will ever experience, which they 

experience by witnessing ceremonial and state events. 

There are legal requirements placed upon schools because of the 

establishment whereby “in every school in England and Wales, there 

should be an act of collective worship in which each pupil can 

participate every day…” and it has to be “wholly or mainly of a broadly 

Christian character.”
196

 While it is great that students are learning about 

the story of Jesus during their time in school, this fades out quickly as 

the topic of religion is seen as a private matter in the UK. Britons rarely 

discuss their religious beliefs openly with one another, which indicates 

a disconnect somewhere between primary school and beyond. 

 

Current Status of the Church of England 

 

“The chair of St Augustine is now empty, as far as leaders 

representing an estimated 85 percent of the Anglican Communion are 

concerned.”
197

 

 

It would be doing this thesis a disservice if the current status or 

“schism” of the Church of England and the Anglican church is not also 

addressed. For an already fraught church, the decisions made this year 

have caused great division and some people have even called for the 

resignation of Justin Welby, the current Archbishop of Canterbury. At 

the Global Anglican Future Conference (GAFCON) earlier this year in 

Kigali, Rwanda the conservative primates withdrew their recognition of 

Justin Welby as the chair of the Anglican church. They indicated “We 

have no confidence that the Archbishop of Canterbury nor the other 

Instruments of Communion led by him (the Lambeth Conference, the 

Anglican Consultative Council, and the Primates’ Meetings) are able to 

provide a godly way forward that will be acceptable to those who are 

committed to the truthfulness, clarity, sufficiency, and authority of 

Scripture.”
198

 This vote of no confidence has only increased with the 

recent decision on same-sex blessings in the General Synod. 
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In early 2023 there were murmurs of discussions about the 

Church of England considering using gender neutral terms to refer to 

God to be more inclusive which reflects the detrimental effect of the 

establishment. While these discussions have not yet moved forward, the 

consensus is that many within the Church of England find the term 

“Father” offensive because it gives God a masculine pronoun even 

though the Bible consistently refers to God as “Abba, Father” (Mark 

14:36, Gal. 4:6) or “Father” (Isa. 63:16; 64:8; Jer. 3:19; Mal. 2:10, 

Matt. 6:9).  

However, the main issue currently at stake is that the General 

Synod recently voted and approved “a test” of same-sex couple’s 

“blessings” which was supported by the Archbishop of Canterbury and 

the Archbishop of York. This approval came after it was approved last 

month by the House of the Bishops. This has caused much outrage 

across the Anglican community and Church of England which has 

triggered some leaders and members to leave the church.
199

 There are 

some comparisons to draw from this decision with that of the 

Methodist church after they experienced a schism in 2019 over 

theological differences and the role of LGBTQ+ individuals in the 

church. This split in the Methodist church caused approximately 25% 

of their churches to break from the denomination.
200

 If this percentage 

of decline is reflected in the attendance of members of the Church of 

England after this recent decision, it would be extremely detrimental to 

the continuation of the Church of England. GAFCON released a 

statement in response to this recent decision by the Church of England 

and stated “This week marks a tragic moment in the history of the 

Church of England… the Church of England has made it clear that they 

disagree with Holy Scripture. They have decided that they can bless 

that from which the Bible calls us to repent.”
201
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In an article titled “Whither the Church of England” by Church 

of England Vicar, Rev. Dr. David Goodhew, he discusses the collapse 

of the Church of England and writes “The primary common 

denominator is theology. Those trimming faith to fit in with culture 

have tended to shrink, and those offering a ‘full-fat’ faith, vividly 

supernatural, have tended to grow. This is as true of the ultra-liturgical 

Orthodox as it is of the ultra-informal Pentecostals.”
202

 The article 

shares that all Church of England attendance is shrinking except for 

those in London where it has actually increased. Goodhew indicates, 

“Alongside theology, a key factor is ethnicity. Put crudely, churches 

appealing to what the census enumerators call the “white British” are 

shrinking and those which appeal to a wider ethnic mix are growing. 

The “new” churches, Orthodox, and Pentecostal churches are far better 

at this than Anglicanism.”
203

 This is the effect of the establishment 

caused by the pressure placed upon it from being intertwined with the 

state.  

As the Church of England gets further away from the 

theological doctrine it has held to in the past, its members who stay true 

to the foundational interpretations of the Bible scatter. And because of 

the publicity being promoted of the Church of England, the church as a 

whole is put in a detrimental light. Most people in the UK only see the 

church as the Church of England and when they see what is happening 

there is no shadow of a doubt that it has an unfavorable effect on the 

view of the church, thus hindering it in its Biblical role. To elaborate on 

this further, the Royal events which include coronations, funerals, and 

weddings attract millions of viewers around the world and not just from 

the UK. Many of these people who tune in to watch these events are not 

Christians and yet this is the only experience of the church they may 

ever have. I used to think this was beneficial as someone may become a 

believer based on their experience but when the Church of England gets 

further from the truth of Scripture it ends up being detrimental. This 

view of the church of England is not what the church looks like in 

Scripture which the following chapter will discuss. There is even a 

belief amongst many in England that the Church of England is not even 

a Christian church anymore because it has drifted so far away from its 

Christian roots. 
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Theological Consideration of Church and State 

 

It is easy to think that the Church has a lot of different 

objects—education, building, missions, holding services. Just 

as it is easy to think the State has a lot of different objects—

military, political, economic, and what not. But in a way things 

are much simpler than that. The State exists simply to promote 

and to protect the ordinary happiness of human beings in this 

life. A husband and wife chatting over a fire, a couple of 

friends having a game of darts in a pub, a man reading a book 

in his own room or digging in his own garden—that is what the 

State is there for. And unless they are helping to increase and 

prolong and protect such moments, all the laws, parliaments, 

armies, courts, police, economics, etc., are simply a waste of 

time. In the same way the Church exists for nothing else but to 

draw men into Christ, to make them little Christs. If they are 

not doing that, all the cathedrals, clergy, missions, sermons, 

even the Bible itself, are simply a waste of time. God became 

Man for no other purpose. It is even doubtful, you know, 

whether the whole universe was created for any other purpose. 

(C.S. Lewis)
204

 

 

C.S. Lewis was a devout Anglican but shared his thoughts 

towards church and state in several of his writings. In The World’s Last 

Night: and Other Essays (1984), he wrote, “Theocracy is the worst of 

all possible governments.”
205

 He also shared his thoughts of the church 

and state relationship when discussing marriage and wrote,  

 

My own view is that the Churches should frankly recognize 

that the majority of the British people are not Christians and, 

therefore, cannot be expected to live Christian lives. There 

ought to be two distinct kinds of marriage: one governed by the 

State with rules enforced on all citizens, the other governed by 

the Church with rules enforced by her on her own members. 

This distinction ought to be quite sharp, so that a man knows 

which couples are married in a Christian sense and which are 

not.” 
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As C.S. Lewis states, the behavior of a Christ follower will be 

vastly different than that of an unbeliever. The expectations of 

these two groups cannot be governed in the same manner. The 

beauty in this distinction is the ability to see light from dark. A 

stark contrast is present when these two groups are distinct from 

one another. This is not so for the Church of England. Its 

entanglement with Parliament brings to play a mixture of light and 

dark, a mixture of right and wrong, a mixture of truth and lies 

according to the Bible. 

To examine the Biblical teaching surrounding church and state 

we first need to understand what the church is and the role it plays 

within Christianity. Once we have a good understanding of this, the 

discussion will then move to reviewing what the Scriptures say 

about the relationship of the church with the state before moving to 

reviewing scholarly arguments on the topic.  

 

What is the Church? 

 

“I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to 

you so that, if I delay, you may know how one ought to behave in the 

household of God, which is the church of the living God, a pillar and 

buttress of the truth” (1 Timothy 3:14–15).
206

 

 

And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the 

fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. And awe 

came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being 

done through the apostles. And all who believed were together 

and had all things in common. And they were selling their 

possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, 

as any had need. And day by day, attending the temple together 

and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food 

with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having favor 

with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by 

day those who were being saved. (Acts 2:42-47) 

 

The two examples of Scripture above from the Apostle Paul 

writing to Timothy and Luke writing the Book of Acts provide some of 

the deepest theological context in regard to the definition of the church 

from the New Testament. While the definition of the church may not be 

simple, the term "Christian church" generally refers to the community 

or assembly of people who identify as Christians and gather together 
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for worship, fellowship, and the practice of their faith. The Christian 

church encompasses all followers of Jesus Christ, regardless of 

denominational affiliations, each with its own traditions, beliefs, 

practices, and structures. The central doctrines of the Christian church 

include belief in the Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, the divinity 

of Jesus Christ, His death and resurrection for the forgiveness of sins, 

and the inerrant authority of the Bible.   

Well-known New Testament scholar and theologian Wayne 

Grudem describes the church as “The community of all true believers 

for all time. That is the church is made up of all men and women who 

have been, are, or ever will be true believers in Jesus…All true 

believers, regardless of what time period they lived in, make up the 

church.”
207

 What is the definition of a true believer as Grudem 

described above? I would argue that a true Christian lives a life of grace 

enabled by the power of the Holy Spirit and pursues a life of holiness to 

show a broken world the beauty and power of the kingdom of God. 

Hebrews 12:14 describes a pursuit of peace and holiness that the 

believer should run after as the Lord sanctifies each person during their 

personal walk with him. Likewise, Millard J. Erickson in his book 

Christian Theology (2013) offers a tentative theological definition “of 

the church as the whole body of those who through Christ’s death have 

been savingly reconciled to God and have received new life. It includes 

all such persons, whether in heaven or on earth. While universal in 

nature, it finds expression in local groupings of believers that display 

the same qualities as does the body of Christ as a whole.”
208

 In this 

description we see that a believer of Christ is any person made new by 

the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and the power of the Holy 

Spirit. Being made new is an incredible gift that God gives the true 

believer; the pursuit of the flesh has no hold, things that once mattered 

pale in comparison to the one true God and the truth of His word. 

 

The Role of the Church 

 

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them 

in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 

teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I 

am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:19-20). 
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“Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and 

admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and 

spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God” (Colossians 

3:16). 

 

“Not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but 

encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing 

near” (Hebrews 10:25). 

 

The Scriptures listed above provide a simple explanation of the 

church by indicating its role is for the gathering of the saints for the 

exaltation of God, the teaching of His followers, and the evangelization 

of the world. Grudem lists it simply as “The church is supposed to 

minister to God, to its members, and to the world.” He also adds, “And 

the pattern of preaching in Scripture is clear: the message is to be given 

in both word (through evangelism) and deed (through ministries of 

mercy).”
 209

  

 Erickson writes “The church was not brought into being by our 

Lord simply to exist as an end in itself. Rather, it was brought into 

being to fulfil the Lord’s intention for it. It is to carry on the Lord’s 

ministry in the world – to perpetuate what he did and to do what he 

would do were he still here.”
210

 This includes evangelism, edification, 

worship, and social concerns for the needy and suffering. The church 

exists to gather together in unity to push the gates of hell back. The 

earthly hold of the enemy on the world is loosened by God’s faithful 

church. 

 

Biblical Teaching Surrounding Church and State 

 

 The relationship between church and government has always 

been a difficult subject to comprehend because throughout history there 

have been many instances of formal relationships between the church 

and government. At the same time, there are also many people who 

believe it is not Biblical. Before an argument can be made for or 

against the establishment of church and state however, the Scriptures 

need to be examined on this matter.  

 Of all the Scriptures which speak on this, one of the most 

quoted is from Mark 12:17. When Jesus is responding to the religious 

leaders regarding taxes, He says, “Render to Caesar the things that are 

Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (Mark 12:17). This 

passage clearly provides a distinction to what is the government’s and 
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what is God’s. God’s purposeful distinction of these two authorities 

cannot be overlooked. The NIV Life Application Study Bible indicates, 

  

As God’s followers, we have legitimate obligations to both 

God and the government. But we need to keep our priorities 

straight. When the two authorities conflict, our duty to God 

always must come before our duty to the government. The coin 

bearing the emperor’s image should be given to the emperor; 

our lives, bearing God’s image, belong to God.”
211

 

 

This explanation, related to the text in Mark 12:17, draws a clear line in 

the sand between church and state. The state must be given a portion of 

a valued object. God must be given the believer’s life, fully devoted 

and immensely valuable, as it bears the image of God.  

 Jonathan Leeman, an elder and author, stated in his essay on 

the Gospel Coalition titled “The Relationship of Church and State,” 

“God has given the power of the sword to governments and the power 

of the keys to Churches, and he intends for them to work separately but 

cooperatively toward the greater end of worship.”
212

 What Leeman is 

referring to is the government having the power of the sword from what 

Paul wrote in Romans 13:4, “For he is God’s servant for your good. 

But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain” 

(Romans 13:4). When he stated the “power of the keys to the 

Churches” he is referring to Matthew 16:19, “I will give you the keys 

of the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 16:19). These, again, are clearly 

two different entities. In this peculiarity the power of the sword has no 

forgiveness and mercy. The church beautifully offers hope and freedom 

to those who turn from their flesh and pursue Christ. 

 The death of John the Baptist told in the synoptic Gospels of 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke provides an insight to the corruption that can 

happen when mixing church and government. John the Baptist was 

imprisoned by King Herod for condemning him and his brother’s wife 

who were living immorally. John the Baptist called out the sin of the 

country’s leadership and was imprisoned and inevitably beheaded for 

doing so. The church should be able to call sin for what it is and not be 

enveloped within it. 

 One aspect of government that the Bible speaks clearly on 

however is the submission to authorities. Romans 13:1-2 says, “Let 
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every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no 

authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by 

God. Therefore, whoever resists the authorities resists what God has 

appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment” (Romans 13:1-2). 

This is a clear indication that God’s people must submit to those in 

authority as they are appointed to their role by God. Whether they are a 

good leader or not, or if their policies don’t seem Biblical, God 

appointed them into their role for a purpose. 

 

Review of Scholarly Arguments on Church and State 

Many different scholars have written on the establishment of 

church and state, and the topic even recently saw a reemergence in the 

news with a question posed to the latest US House Speaker, Mike 

Johnson after he prayed on the House floor after being sworn in. When 

asked what his thoughts were on the topic, he referred to religion and 

morality as central to the government. ““They knew that it would be 

important to maintain our system,” he said. “And that’s why I think we 

need more of that — not an establishment of any national religion — 

but we need everybody’s vibrant expression of faith because it’s such 

an important part of who we are as a nation.””
213

 Although this thesis 

pertains to the topic of church and state in the UK and not the US, it is 

important to remember that several of the Founding Fathers of America 

were from the United Kingdom and wanted to make sure that the 

United States did not go down the same path of creating an established 

entanglement of church and state. 

In Stephen Hance’s report referenced earlier in this thesis, on 

the topic of the perception of the Church of England he states, “We 

anticipate that the position of the church at the centre of the 

establishment will be under continued scrutiny… It is likely that 

governments of both parties will be increasingly secular with 

diminishing understanding and appreciation of what the church brings 

to the table.”
214

 In referring to the governments of both main parties he 

is referring to the two main political parties. However, I would also 

argue that the Church of England has become “increasingly secular” 

especially based on the recent decision at the General Synod 

concerning same sex union. This only adds to the scrutiny of the 

Church of England because it is currently a divided church. The 

Scriptures themselves indicate “If a kingdom is divided against itself, 
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that kingdom cannot stand” (Mark 3:24). Unfortunately, the Church of 

England is divided and the debate of dissolving the establishment will 

only intensify. One may question if this division will cause the Church 

of England to fall into a state of disunity that makes it unable to stand 

firm against the waging war of Satan.  

In the writings of Turnbull and McFadyen in their book 

supporting the establishment but also outlining the need for change, it 

reads,  

 

The place of some bishops within the House of Lords and 

therefore with easy access to government is often seen as one 

of the chief pillars of the Established Church… 

However, this is a good place to signal that the establishment 

of the Church of England is one of its positive characteristics. 

Indeed, without it the church would lose a significant part of its 

identity. It is a church which is called to worship God, to serve 

the world and to witness to the death and resurrection of Christ. 

The Church of England by its history, its name and its 

contemporary situation works out its calling in England and 

from within the culture and identity of the nation. 

Clifford Longley, the Roman Catholic commentator, wrote: 

 

Establishment provides the bedrock of meanings and values 

upon which all other constitutional constructions, such as 

Parliament, the Crown and the law, can rest. Other countries 

have their written constitution, foundation documents which 

enshrine the core beliefs of that society. Britain has a 

coronation itself. Without either, the national identity would 

quickly be in confusion. 

 

While the idea that the establishment is a large part of the identity of 

the Church of England is a true statement, and one that many who 

defend the establishment make, it is also a questionable theological 

viewpoint. Most theologians would agree that the church finds its 

identity solely in Jesus Christ and not in any form of establishment. If 

the establishment were to be taken away it would and should still find 

its complete identity through its Creator. I would also argue that the 

national identity of the British people cannot be reduced to simple 

terms, rendering attempts to do so confusing, because its identity is 

primarily secularist today. Based on the theological understanding as 

presented in the previous section that explains that the role of the 

church is to exalt God, teach His followers, and to evangelize the 

world, the scholarly view of Turnbull, McFadyen, and Longley is 

somewhat flawed because the establishment is not its identity. The 
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identity of the church is not parliament, the crown, or the laws but 

rather this belief of establishment seems to operate to a certain degree 

under the Old Testament covenanted nation theology, as will be 

explained below with the help of Chaplin.  

Turnbull and McFadyen also argue that “retaining the 

Established Church of England is one way of ensuring that there is 

present within our political and social life a thread which is a present 

reminder of the crucial importance of the spiritual and cultural 

dimensions to the building of a good society.”
215

 In their understanding, 

the “Establishment, in its national and local expressions, is not about a 

religious State, but the principles of Jesus pervading all that is done.”
216

 

The question that this belief evokes, however is, Is this beneficial to the 

church and consistent with the view of true Christianity as a whole, or 

is it detrimental? I argue that this entanglement of the political and 

Royal with the church is harmful. The reasoning for this is that while 

the church plays a large role in helping meet the needs of the society 

when government falls short, the negative connotation of the church 

being intertwined with politics surpasses this and makes the church 

appear as a “power hungry political party” rather than an abundantly 

loving church. It is difficult to justify having the Church of England 

continue to lead the “spiritual and cultural dimensions” of the British 

people when it is a majority secular state, and when most people 

indicate that the church is out-of-touch with the people. Some 

Christians in the UK, and I would argue around the world, contend that 

the presence of Christian traditions at Royal ceremonies and in 

parliament allows people to hear the Gospel when they normally may 

not. On the other hand, many Christians outside of the Church of 

England view it as detrimental because the Anglican church can be 

viewed as steeped in tradition but lacking the personal relationship with 

Christ. The Church of England also falls into the category of 

irrelevance especially when many British people are several 

generations removed from the church. It is also difficult to be loyal to a 

church that seems to shift its views as often as the wind blows based on 

the political pressures it faces. This thought is being solidified by the 

recent detrimental decisions that are plaguing the church with immense 

disunity.   

In Chaplin’s book of disestablishment, he argues that 

Christianity is not based on the covenanted nation viewpoint because 

no nation is set apart yet all followers of Jesus are. He writes,  
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For Paul, since the arrival of Jesus on the scene of divine 

redemption, the very nature of the community of faith has 

undergone a radical and irrevocable change. God’s redemptive 

purposes are no longer concentrated exclusively in a single 

territorial community but now embrace every nation. The 

covenant is now extended to ‘the Gentiles’: this was the 

‘scandalous’ proposition that proved so bewildering to the first 

disciples and to the Jewish communities from which they 

emerged. The people of God are no longer envisaged as a 

single, unified religio-political entity embracing the totality of 

the life of a territorial community under divine positive law, 

and will never be again (in this age). There are no more 

‘covenanted nations’ in that sense. Such a dispensation has 

been superseded for ever. The people of God have become a 

transnational, non-territorial, global fellowship of believers 

united in primary allegiance to Jesus Christ and in the mission 

to proclaim the gospel to ‘all the nations’. A key implication of 

this notion of the church is that, where it exists, nations can 

never be religiously unified, because the mere arrival of the 

church in any society immediately introduces a religious 

distinction into it.
217

 

 

The Church of England opposes this argument because it assumes a 

territorial, religiously unified nation under God, but also tries to do so 

in a pluralistic and inclusive sense. It does this through the promotion 

of peace and tolerance between people of different faiths, but what may 

have once worked for a nation centuries ago when the majority of the 

population was predominantly Christian no longer works in a secularist 

society when the widely held viewpoint is the irrelevancy of the 

church. Many would also say that the British history of colonization 

belies exploitation under the banner of the church, as well. 

The fundamental argument for disestablishment that Chaplin 

puts forward is based on the relationship of church and state being 

theologically flawed. He states, “Establishment amounts to a 

theologically problematic confusion of the spheres of authority of 

Church and State and that the Church should itself seek to terminate 

it.”
218

 To elaborate on this further Chaplin indicates, “The New 

Testament’s theology of the relation of the church to political orders 

points clearly to a state that refrains from making judgements about 

religious truth and adopts a posture of impartiality towards the diverse 
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faiths represented in its territory. Establishment is founded on 

Biblically and theologically untenable notions of the Christian nation 

and the national Church.”
219

 This belief reflects the Biblical teachings 

on the subject covered earlier in this chapter and echo the importance 

of keeping a nation’s church separate from the state.  

 

Conclusion 

 

“For where God built a church, there the Devil would also 

build a chapel” (Martin Luther - Colloquia Mensalia 1566). 

 

The objective of this thesis was to examine the establishment 

of the Anglican Church of England with the United Kingdom of Great 

Britain through a Biblical and theological lens. It aimed to investigate if 

the establishment serves to alter the Christian perspective promoted in 

the Gospel and in the church, and possibly hinders the church in its 

role. This thesis argued that the formal establishment of the church and 

state in its current form compromises the relationship between the 

church, state, and Crown and shackles the true representation of the 

church described in the Gospel.  

It was my presupposition going into this thesis that the current 

establishment of the church and state in the UK is in fact detrimental to 

the Biblical perspective of the church and its role, and this study has 

only heightened this belief. The assumption for this thesis was founded 

upon my personal experience of growing up in the United Kingdom 

and experiencing the decline in the relevancy of the Church of England, 

in addition to listening to the views of the British people and reviewing 

literature on the topic.  

This thesis reviewed the history of the archaic and muddled 

relationship between the Church of England with the state and 

Monarchy from its tumultuous beginnings by King Henry VIII’s 

decision to break from the Roman Catholic papacy for his own fleshly 

desires. It also explained how the relationship between the entities 

function and what their roles are, which casts the light on the fact the 

Church of England is still at the whim of the parliament and the King 

because the church still needs the approval and assent respectively for 

new measures or laws. The role of the Church of England within the 

establishment was one aspect examined that demonstrates the priorities 

for the Church of England to be that of being a church for the secular 

nation. As discussed, it has, unfortunately, even laid aside its Christian 

roots to try and connect with the nation. The Church of England is 

being conformed by the world instead of being transformed and set 
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apart by the word of God. The consensus is that the Church of England 

seems to focus more on its works than it does on its faith, which has led 

some to wonder if the church still even believes in God itself.  

This thesis then moved on to reviewing the current status of 

Christianity in the UK which highlighted the sheer decline in the 

number of Christians within the British population and stressed the fact 

that for the first time in history the census reported that less than half of 

the population self-identified as Christian. It also indicated how even 

though 46% of the population indicates they are Christian, less than 5% 

of the British population attends church regularly. The UK churches 

with the steepest decline in attendees are the Anglican, Catholic, and 

Methodist churches. However, on the positive side, there are signs of 

life in the church within small pockets of differing denominations 

across the country. 

Of particular importance was the topic of the recent approval in 

the General Synod of the decision to begin trialing “blessings” and 

prayers to same sex unions in the Church of England. This decision has 

caused uproar in the Church of England and in the Anglican 

community around the world with many electing to leave the Church of 

England over this controversial topic. While the Church of England has 

indicated they are not changing their doctrinal statement regarding 

same-sex marriages, their support and “blessings” indicate otherwise. 

Based on this decision a large population of the Anglican community 

and other denominations have lost confidence in the Church of England 

and its leadership and questioned the Biblical beliefs of the Church of 

England as it blatantly reinterprets over and against traditional 

interpretations of the Scriptures.  

The final chapter of this thesis dealt with the theological 

considerations of church and state by examining the church and its role 

as presented in the Bible, as well as considering the Biblical teachings 

surrounding Church and State. This chapter also reviewed select 

scholarly arguments from Hance, Turnbull and Mcfadyen, and Chaplin, 

on the topic. The findings highlighted the theological implications of 

church and state by stating that an established church and state 

relationship causes a country to operate under the Old Testament 

covenanted nation theology and assumes a territorial, religiously 

unified nation under God. To make matters worse it also tries to do so 

in a pluralistic and inclusive sense that is not reflective of the true 

Scriptures of God.  

The Church of England was once a force that led the United 

Kingdom with sound Biblical teachings and morality based on the 

Scriptures of Christianity. As the country, itself, has inched further and 

further away from the Gospel, unfortunately, so too has its church. The 

Church of England has been too focused on keeping its relevancy that it 
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has secularized itself and ignored the Words of its own Creator. For 

many people, regrettably, the Church of England amounts to an 

irrelevant left-winged political party and not a Gospel centered church 

devoted to the advancement of the kingdom of God here on earth. The 

words of Martin Luther found in the opening of this conclusion, “For 

where God built a church, there the Devil would also build a chapel,” 

serve as a reminder that it is in the house of the Lord where the enemy 

prowls and tries to devour because he goes after the heart of God’s 

people.  

This thesis could not have been written at a better time because 

this is a pivotal point in the history of the Church of England. How the 

Church of England responds will define its future. Will it continue to 

serve in an establishment that is not reflective of the church presented 

in the Bible or will it change its course and follow the true Biblical 

definition of the church? Will it stop “trimming the faith to fit in with 

culture” and instead offer a “full-fat” faith? Or will it continue its path 

to destruction and die a slow painful death? These questions matter 

because the future of the Church of England is held by the Alpha and 

Omega, the one true God, not the current reigning earthly sovereign of 

England. God’s sovereignty will remain steadfast in the midst of the 

shifting ideologies of the world and He will ultimately preserve His 

church the way it was intended to function. 
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Introduction 

For centuries men have been defending their faith in 

accordance with the mandate found in the Holy Scripture.  Peter writes, 

“But in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being 

prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the 

hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect.”
220

 The key 

word in the opening statement is “men” in reference to who have been 

defending their faith, where the intentional omission of “and women” 

demonstrates the normative treatment of women in Christian literature. 

It is likely that the absence of women in the field of apologetics reflects 

the fact that women have not been visible in Christian literature and 

have struggled to find a voice in the church for centuries.  

Women have long suffered for their faith and for standing on 

the truths of the gospel; many have been martyred for their refusal to 

deny the faith. This essay will explore women throughout history who 

have defended their faith and look at women today who have found a 

place on the stage to defend their faith. The essay will not attempt to 

argue the egalitarian view of women pastors, as the role of apologist 

need not be conflated with be a pastoral position. Rather, this essay will 

explore the importance of the female voice in apologetics and suggest 

that more women should explore the field of apologetics, and in doing 

so, add to the diversity of voices defending the Christian faith, enabling 

the Church to reach a broader base with the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

 First it is necessary to define apologetics from the biblical 

perspective and compare the biblical definition to the misunderstanding 

of the cultural understanding of the role of apologists. Next, the essay 

will look at biblical examples and third century women martyrs who 

died for refusing to deny their faith, which itself is a type of 

apologetics.  It is also important to look at the opposing view of the 

church leaders who state that women should not ever speak in terms of 

theology, especially if men are present, a view which has impacted the 

issue greatly. Finally, the essay will highlight women who are making 

an impact in today’s marketplace of biblical and theological ideas by 
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defending the Christian faith. By exploring the struggles and victories 

that these women have experienced, we will see the importance of the 

female voice in apologetics today. 

 

Defining Apologetics 

 It is important to define the term “apologetics” according to 

biblical etymology of the word.  An understanding of apologetics is 

based on the verse presented at the beginning of the essay. Again, 1 

Peter 3:15 reads, “But in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, 

always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a 

reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and 

respect,”
221

 To fully understand and appreciate the term apologetics, it 

is important to look at the Greek translation of the verse, specifically 

the phrase “to make a defense.”  The Greek term used is apologia, 

(Strongs G627) meaning “make a defense”
222

 Peter is writing to the 

believers scattered throughout northern Asia who were suffering 

intense persecution. Upon further study of the text in context, it is easy 

to see that this mandate to “be ready to give a defense” is to all 

believers, not just the men in these areas.   

In the beginning of Ch. 3, Peter addresses the women of the 

church, then he proceeds to address the men, specifically husbands, in 

verse 7 and then in verse 8 he writes, “Finally, all of you,…”
223

 Peter is 

addressing all of the believers that are scattered and suffering and he is 

reminding them of the importance of defending the hope that is in 

them. It is evident that Peter is addressing both men and women in this 

section of scripture and that the defense of the faith is intended for 

both. Every believer should practice apologetics according to the 

mandate given by Peter in this scripture. If the Bible is clear in its 

instruction for every believer to defend their faith (apologetics), why is 

it that for the past several centuries most of the apologists that have had 

the stage, at least in Christian literature, have been men?   

 

A Cultural Misunderstanding of Apologetics 

 Men have dominated the stage in the area of apologetics for 

centuries due to a cultural misunderstanding of the mandate given by 
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Peter in the above-mentioned verse.  Joel Furches in his essay 

“Apologetics: What is it and how do we use it?” states,  

 

The word ‘apologetics’ came into popular use in the Christian 

world in the early 2nd Century, when a Christian philosopher 

named Justin Martyr wrote several ‘Apologies’ – books written 

to a Roman audience defending the virtue of the Christian life 

to the hostile culture surrounding them. Other early Christian 

writers followed suit and for a season Christian apologetics 

flourished in the ancient world. Since Martyr’s popularising of 

the term, the field of Christian apologetics has become a very 

specific school of theology focused on defending Christian 

beliefs against outside objections. Apologetics as a discipline 

was largely reserved for seminaries and history books until the 

20th Century.
224

 

 

In this quote Furches states that apologetics was used in seminaries and 

reported in history books. History reminds us that women have not 

always been welcome in these fields of study.  As the church sees the 

growth of apologetics as a discipline of study in universities and 

seminaries around world, and as the table of theology has been open to 

women in many places since the 20
th
 century until today, it is important 

that we understand, as previously stated, what Peter writes in 1 Peter 

3:8, “All of you…” including women, need to be prepared to defend 

the faith. Giving a defense of the Christian faith is a discipline that 

every believer should practice as often as necessary and as often as the 

opportunity presents itself.  

 

Evidence of Women Defending Their Faith in the Early Church 

 If Peter’s mandate was for all believers, it should be evident 

that in the early church women were defending their faith and even 

dying for what they believed, in spite of the opposition that they faced. 

The Bible is filled with stories of women who shared their faith with 

others and told of the good news through their own testimonies of the 

faith. In John’s gospel, Ch. 4, the story of the woman at the well is a 

notable example of a woman that Jesus ministered to who then went 

into town and ministered to many other people, both men and women. 

By the end of the chapter, we see a multitude of people coming to see 

who this man was that the woman was speaking about. John 4:39 states 

                                                           
224
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“Many Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the 

woman's testimony, ‘He told me all that I ever did.’”
225

 This verse 

reveals that the truth that Jesus shared with her, she then took and 

shared with others in her town, and, in addition, some of these beliefs 

would have been in contradiction to what the Samaritan’s believed. As 

we continue reading in the story, vs. 41 indicates that some of the 

people who came still had doubts about Jesus after hearing the 

woman’s defense of who Jesus was, so they came to see and question 

him themselves.
226

 The value that Jesus places on women throughout 

the Bible teaches Christians throughout the world that women have a 

place in ministry and should be greatly valued.  Female apologist 

Rebecca McLaughlin recognizes this truth as she writes, “The ultimate 

man laid down his life for the billions of women who have trusted him 

with theirs. Does Christianity denigrate women? On the contrary. It lifts 

us into fellowship with God himself.”
227

 McLaughlin is responding to 

the question “Doesn’t Christianity Denigrate Women?,”
228

 which seems 

to be a widely held belief in the world today because of misinformation 

and misunderstandings of various passages of scripture. This fellowship 

with God empowers women to boldly proclaim and defend their faith, 

just as the Samaritan woman did. 

 Other women have also stood boldly to defend their faith in the 

midst of opposition and many of them were not received as well as the 

woman at the well. Take for example the 3
rd

 century martyr Perpetua 

and her handmaid Felicitas, both of whom would lose their lives 

because of their bold proclamation of the gospel and their refusal to 

recant their belief that Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior. In the story of 

Perpetua, a young noble woman who was the mother of an infant son, 

she would be called on to defend her beliefs to her father first and then 

later to the public as she stood boldly and fought for what she believed 

in without denying her faith unto death. After Perpetua was arrested her 

father came to visit and asked her to recant her faith. Perpetua used an 

argument referring to a pitcher made of pottery that was in her cell. She 

said,  

 

“Father, do you see this container lying here? Is it a little 

pitcher, or something else?” “It’s a pitcher,” he replied.  

Perpetua continued, “Can it be called by any name other than 
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what it is?” “No,” he said. Perpetua replied, “Neither can I call 

myself anything else than what I am -a Christian.”
229

 

In this story, Perpetua defends her faith using an illustration that is easy 

for her listener (her father) to understand. This is an effective practice 

in apologetics, and it was a common practice demonstrated in the way 

that Jesus explained the faith using parables and illustrations that 

common people could understand. Perpetua and her handmaid would 

go on to face vicious beasts in the arena, and then gladiators. She and 

those with her would meet their end by the sword, never wavering from 

their faith, standing strong until they met their creator.
230

 

These women do not fit into the model of how the church 

would define a modern-day apologist, but it is important to remember 

the true definition given to us by scripture. These women stood in the 

public arena and boldly offered their lives as a living testimony to the 

truth of the gospel. Amy Orr-Ewing, an internationally recognized 

theologian and apologist speaks of the importance of women like 

Perpetua and Felicitas when mentioning the history of women in 

ministry. She states, “Women play all kinds of roles in church, and in 

the early church women went to their deaths in the amphitheater, 

martyred just as the Christian men were.”
231

 Despite a strong 

beginning, the voice of women in the practice of apologetics went quiet 

for many centuries, with few women speaking out in public arenas for 

their faith.  

 

Why Has It Been So Hard for Women to Find Their Voice in 

Apologetics? 

  

 For centuries the church has been overseen by men. Women, 

therefore, have had trouble finding their place in the church. Hilary 

Morgan Ferrer, in her article from Cross Examined website writes, 

“Men have traditionally been the trailblazers. They are the pioneers, 

and the ones who take pleasure in conquering uncharted territory. 

Apologetics is no exception. But what happens when a field remains 

predominantly male for too long? You get something that looks similar 
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to the Wild West. . . or Lord of the Flies. Take your pick.”
232

 Hiller 

suggests that since men have dominated the field for so long, many of 

them lack compassion and gentleness when sharing their faith, which 

has led to many harsh conversations, which typically leads people away 

from faith, not into the faith.   

 The issue of a woman’s place in the church has been a 

controversy for many years. Churches that consider themselves 

complementarians have often stated the belief that men and women 

have distinct callings, but in practice they often do not make space for 

women to practice spiritual gifts.
233

  Jen Wilkin, a female leader of The 

Village Church in Flower Mound, Texas states, “I will say that because 

our leadership structures have been all male, or almost entirely male, 

that many of the systems that are in place just make it hard for women 

to be able to function as peers in those spaces.”
234

 In the above quote, 

Wilkin shows how difficult it is for women to find those spaces to 

exercise their gifts in churches that have long held traditional views of 

women in ministry. These stories and many other like them, express the 

difficulties women have faced in overcoming traditions.  

 Conversation about the role of women in ministry has 

developed throughout the years with the access of education in 

seminary being made more available for women than in the past. Krista 

Bontrager expresses this struggle of being the only female in a male 

dominated field of theology, when she writes, “I entered seminary in 

the early ‘90s. For the first few years, I was the only woman in my 

program. I labored in relative obscurity, wondering most days what I 

was even doing in the male-dominated world of theology.”
235

 History 

shows that the Christian mindset has not always been open to women 

studying theology and even when it was open in the early nineties, 

women such as Bontrager show that women in the field were rare and 

often felt out of place in seminary. Times are changing and there are 

more women entering the field of theology. Seminaries across the 
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United States are filled with women both in classes and in the role of 

professor. Bontrager goes on to say in the same blog post that she has 

been working in the field of theology and apologetics for about 25 

years and that mostly it has been a male dominated field, but she also 

writes that this is changing.
236

 Women continue to find their voice in 

the field of theology and specifically in the field of apologetics. This is 

a welcome and important addition to apologetics, but while many are 

welcoming women at the table, there are still some traditional ideas that 

must be overcome. 

 

Overcoming the Traditional Ideas of Women in Ministry 

 

 As mentioned in the previous section, women have not always 

been able to find a place at the table of theology or in the field of 

apologetics. Now that the door is open, women who have found a voice 

in the field, such as Amy Orr-Ewing and Mary Jo Sharp, have often 

been criticized for the strong leadership roles in the field. These women 

have been approached by well-meaning Christians that hold different 

beliefs about a woman’s ability to speak with such authority on the 

topic of theology.   

 In a recent article called “Women in Apologetics: Overcoming 

sexism, societal expectations and vicious online attacks,”
237

 by Joel 

Furches, Mary Jo Sharp, a nationally recognized apologist and former 

professor, speaks about the opposition that she has faced while 

speaking at churches and conferences around the country,  

 

Just within the past year, after one of my presentations at a 

large church, a gentleman approached me and said: ‘When I 

saw you on the stage tonight, it was very difficult for me to 

think of you as having something intellectually sound to say. 

My culture views women as objects of beauty, not as having 

intellectual value.’ 

The other comment I hear frequently is that a woman of 

marked intelligence may come across as intimidating.
238
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Statements such as these are to be expected from a culture that has not 

allowed women to speak in churches or study in seminaries for many 

years. It is not surprising that Christians would make statements such as 

these based on teachings resulting from the misinterpretation of certain 

scriptures about a woman not being able to speak in church, and that 

women would therefore be discouraged from pursuing theology 

pertaining to a defense of the faith. While Christians can be 

disappointing and often not truly represent the character of Christ, it is 

encouraging how women like Amy Orr-Ewing view the opposition.  

She states,  

 

We shouldn’t be surprised to be disappointed by Christians. 

After all, as my friend Elaine Storkey has said, the church 

recruits from the human race. Thus we’re never surprised by 

negative behaviors by institutions or individuals. But I suggest 

to you this morning that we will never be disappointed by 

Christ. The promise of Christ is that coming to know Him is 

the key. Real change is possible when it’s wrought by Him. 

People who claim to represent Him may do all sorts of things, 

but do their actions ring true to Him?
239

 

It is important to recognize that these oppositions do not come from 

Christ and His Word, but rather from those individuals and institutions 

that are made up of broken people in need of God’s grace and mercy as 

they grow in their faith and understanding of the Word of God. 

 

Not Only an American Church Issue 
 

 The issue of women finding a voice in the church and at the 

table of theology is not only an American church issue, rather, we see it 

all over the world. In a Bible commentary expounding on the scripture 

of 1 Timothy 2:11-14 where Paul writes that women should learn in 

silence in the church, female pastor Nyambura J. Njoroge of Kenya 

writes, “Because of the deeply entrenched patriarchal, hierarchical and 

sexist attitudes and practices, and the male-dominated leadership in 

many of the churches in Africa, women have a critical and prophetic 

role to play in ‘stirring the waters’ and ‘speaking the truth’ by asserting 

their God-given humanity and gifts – not for their own sake but for the 

sake of the integrity of the gospel.”
240

 Njoroge’s statement regarding 

the patriarchal, hierarchical and sexist attitudes that permeate the 
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church as a whole is revealing. There are seminaries around the world 

that don’t let women enroll and study with men. “The fact is that in at 

least one West African seminary, Pentecost Theological Seminary of 

Ghana, women are not allowed to enroll alongside the men.”
241

 Droll’s 

statement reveals that, while some cultures tend to be more open to 

women in various aspects of ministry, it is not uncommon for women to 

encounter men in their journey who are opposed to a woman being in 

the conversation or studying at seminary. As aforementioned, Sharp’s 

encounter with the man who stated, “My culture views women as 

objects of beauty, not as having intellectual value,”
242

 leads the reader 

to believe that this man was not of western culture, but rather outside of 

the US, in a culture that does not value women as equals and struggles, 

as we do, with valuing the public gifts of women. Many people, 

universally, hold these views because of their cultural upbringing and 

traditions. 

 It is important to return to scripture when one is speaking of 

tradition and theology. In Mark 7:5-8 Mark writes,  

 

And the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, ‘Why do your 

disciples not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but 

eat with defiled hands?’ And he said to them, ‘Well did Isaiah 

prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, “This people 

honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain 

do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments 

of men.” You leave the commandment of God and hold to the 

tradition of men. 

 

Therefore, men and women who must be “rightly handling the Word of 

truth,”
243

 are advised to be cautious not to allow the traditions of the 

church to outweigh the Word of God.   

 Throughout scripture women are used in various roles of 

ministry and their value to the ministry is esteemed by both Paul and 

Jesus.  The author of Acts writes of the ministry of Aquila and Priscilla 

in Ch.18, how ‘they’ took Apollos aside to explain the Word of God to 

him.
244

 The example of Timothy’s mother and grandmother cannot be 

overlooked as they raised Timothy in the way of the Lord by teaching 
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him the scriptures, all the while his father being an unbeliever.
245

 There 

is also the example of Deborah taking the role of a prophetess and 

leader (judge) in the book of Judges.
246

 The Bible is full of women who 

are actively involved in ministry and, therefore, one cannot allow 

tradition and cultural mandates to dictate our understanding of God’s 

desire to use men and women in various roles of ministry. In a recent 

white paper document, “a research-based report which offers a focused 

description of a complex topic and presents the point of view of the 

author or body represented by the author,”
247

 the pastors, elders and 

church leaders at The Village Church
248

 write, “We celebrate the 

biblical picture of men and women serving the Church of the Lord 

Jesus Christ together. We rejoice in biblical examples of men and 

women using their gifts in the Church for the glory of God.”
249

 The 

church should be celebrating the addition of women to the theological 

table in the area of apologetics and beyond, as they bring a much-

needed voice that has been lacking for years. The female voice is one 

that touches hearts and lives in a different way because of the gifts and 

talents that God has granted women. 

 

Conclusion: A Welcome Addition 

 Throughout the essay, various women have been mentioned 

that are currently working in the field of apologetics: Mary Jo Sharp, 

Amy Orr-Ewing, Hillary Morgan Ferrer, Krista Bontrager, Jen Wilkin, 

and Amy Petersen. These are just of few of the women that have battled 

to reach the level were their voice counts in the conversation; there are 

many others. Many of these women are celebrated and given the 

opportunity to speak at annual conferences held by a ministry that 

promotes women’s education and spiritual formation called, Women in 

Apologetics.
250

 It is refreshing to see so many women interested in 

learning how to defend their faith and finding a voice in the public 

arena. Mary Jo Sharp writes, “With many trite stereotyping ideas about 

the interests of women, Christian women often have been left out of the 

engagement in the marketplace of ideas, leaving atheist women as the 
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main female representative voice in intelligentsia.”
251

 In modern 

history, women have risen to positions of authority in many parts of 

society and have a strong voice, which has influence over our younger 

generations.  Positive role models for younger women are necessary in 

the church. If the church wants a future generation of women who love 

the Lord and can defend their faith in the ‘marketplace of ideas,’ it is 

necessary for universities and seminaries to encourage young women to 

become educated scholars in the field of theology, especially 

apologetics. 

 Trisha Scribner writes, “It’s not a matter of whether she is 

permitted to do this sort of ministry, but that she is commanded to do 

so, as verified by Paul.”
252

 She goes on to write in the same article 

“Regardless of one’s interpretation of passages discussing the woman’s 

role in the home and church, a Christian woman not only can do 

apologetics, but must, in order to obey Christ’s authoritative command 

to make disciples.”
253

 Scribner emphatically states that women ‘must’ 

have a voice in apologetics. This voice is powerful and needed. 

 In conclusion, I find myself, a male pastor and high school 

Bible teacher, writing on the importance of the female voice in 

apologetics because of the many students that have walked in and out 

of my classroom and learned to defend their faith. Each year my 

students are asked to read a book for my Christian Apologetics class, 

and it has saddened me that every book that I have had on the list has 

been written by a forty- to sixty-year-old male.  While attending a 

conference in June of 2024, I was introduced to a new apologist, or at 

least new to me: Rebecca McLaughlin. A female apologist was 

something I had not encountered in my previous studies. I was 

intrigued to read her book entitled The Secular Creed where she writes 

about 5 contemporary claims that the secular world has embraced.  Her 

voice is powerful, as she writes about the statement “Love is Love.” 

She states that she herself has struggled with same sex attraction for 

over 25 years and recognizes that it is sin and that she cannot live out 

that desire.
254

 What a powerful apologetic to someone struggling with 

same sex attraction, especially a young woman.  Encountering many 
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young people that struggle with same sex attraction, I am refreshed to 

have the voice of a female that has walked through the temptation and 

found victory. After reading this book I was drawn to her first book 

called Confronting Christianity where she tackles 12 common 

objections to the Christian faith. She writes about her time at 

Cambridge with the other doctoral students and describes each of their 

struggles with faith.
255

 The depth of knowledge and intellect that she 

possesses make her books engaging and profoundly educational. This 

led me to further conversations with other apologists in search of other 

women who have boldly entered the field of apologetics and are 

making a strong impact on today’s culture. My findings written in this 

essay have been eye opening.   

 As a teacher of young people from the ages of 13-18 years of 

age and as a father of two young women, I find it reassuring that 

women, such as the aforementioned, are in the arena and fighting for 

the faith with such vigor and passion. Again, these women are showing 

the importance of the female voice in apologetics, and kindling the fire 

so that more women are inspired to study apologetics. While adding to 

the diversity of voices defending our faith, women apologists will also 

grow the churches’ capacity to reach a broader base with the gospel of 

Jesus Christ. 
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THE GLORIFICATION OF THE “SELF” VS. THE CALL TO 

LOVE 

Kimberly Hildebrant 

Master of Arts in Biblical Studies Candidate 

Introduction 

The Bible documents Jesus speaking to Peter concerning His 

Church in Matthew 16:18, “And I say also unto thee, That thou art 

Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell 

shall not prevail against it” (KJV). Jesus indicates ownership by His 

words, “my Church.” The Church is a congregation, an assembly, and a 

community.
256

 It is not a building. It is the people of God and an 

extension of Christ or otherwise called, the Body of Christ (Rom. 12:5; 

1 Cor. 12:27). Apostle Paul explains in 1 Corinthians 3:16-17 that the 

Church is the temple of God and is holy because the Spirit of God 

dwells there. Dr Mark Allan Powell, theologian and author, writes, 

“Paul says that the church is ‘the body of Christ’ and the individual 

members are like various body parts…The parts are quite different 

from one another, but all are needed and important.”
257

 Is the modern 

Church, the Body of Christ, demonstrating Christ’s characteristics and 

in doing so proving to be an extension of Christ? 

This paper will examine Western culture’s glorification of the 

“Self” and how it incapacitates the Body of Christ as well as Christ’s 

call to love. The current worldview of Western culture and how it was 

formed will be discussed as well as the repercussions on society and the 

Church. An examination of scripture will be applied to critique the 

current worldview and to argue that selfless love is the result of 

Spiritual formation in the Body of Christ.   

 

Western Culture’s Descent into Narcissism 

 Free will and self-governance comprise the foundation of 

American government and culture. The Protestant Reformation, which 

took place in sixteenth century Europe, inspired the Mayflower voyage 

and subsequent settlement of New England in the seventeenth century. 

The New England settlers desired the freedom and autonomy to 

                                                           
256

 “Matthew 16,” Step Bible, accessed April 20, 2024, 

https://www.stepbible.org/?q=version=ESV|reference=Matt.16&options=HVN

UG. 
257

 Mark Allan Powell, Introducing The New Testament: A Historical, 

Literary, and Theological Survey, 2
nd

 ed. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker 

Academic, 2018), 513, Kindle. 



123  

worship without government control or the Catholic Church’s 

magisterium.
258

  

The Age of Enlightenment, which took place in Europe in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, emphasized the importance of 

human reasoning and mathematical analysis in establishing the truths of 

the universe with mounting assurance in humanity’s ability to ascertain 

knowledge without the need for divine revelation.
259

 This era produced 

a worldview centered around intellectualism, with the power of self-

reasoning given superiority over religion. The belief that “the goals of 

rational humanity were considered to be knowledge, freedom and 

happiness” originated from the Enlightenment era.
260

  

This belief system gained wide approval and infiltrated 

American culture, government and worldview. The United States 

Constitution, written during the Enlightenment era, directly 

demonstrates the worldview of that era evident by the Constitution’s 

first amendment built upon the principles of individualism, autonomy 

and free will.
261

 The doctrine of free will is the belief that a human 

being’s actions depend upon their individual choices and is not pre-

determined.
262

  

Dr. Allen C. Guelzo, theologian, author and historian, writes, 

“The Enlightenment struck a second blow in favor of free will by 

posing a universe governed by irresistible natural law, and from which 

only indeterminism (in the form of an unfettered human will) offered a 

meaningful key to personal identity. In the American environment, the 

republican experiment placed human willing at the center of 

identity.”
263

  

In modern American culture the concept of free will is given 

absolute preeminence, which has resulted in an individual’s thoughts, 

feelings, reasonings and self-identity having greater importance and 
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significance than the sum of its parts or the community as a whole. Dr. 

Leigh E. Conver, chaplain and theologian, states,  

The “me generation” reflected in the attitudes and values of the 

“boomers, busters, and gen-Xers” is so naturally and 

completely oriented to their own personal agendas, interests, 

needs and desires that not to be “self-oriented” is considered to 

be controversial and anomalous at the least and pathological at 

the worst. Called by other names like “postmodern,” this 

idolatry of the “Self” places truth, morality, personal 

boundaries, political correctness, and spiritual experience at the 

individual discretion of each person.
264

 

The American worldview has completely idolized the 

individual “Self” and has placed the human “Self” on a pedestal. Each 

individual person, how they feel and what they think, is more important 

than their family, their community, and their country.   

Narcissism and the Church 

Dr. Guelzo writes that the, “Modern American opinion on 

determinism, whether philosophical or theological, is dominated by a 

free-willism which supports a rabid narcissism wholly at odds with 

Augustine and divine predestination.”
265

 The focus of American culture 

on the idolization of the individual “Self” is producing narcissistic 

propensities. Dr. Conver writes, “Congregations are filled with 

narcissistically vulnerable parishioners who are rewarded with a 

theology of materialism, success, and excess rather than a theology of 

simplicity, sobriety, and surrender.”
266

 Narcissism and an emphasis on 

indulging the “Self” has indeed entered the Church. Dr. Chuck 

DeGroat, theologian and author of the book, When Narcissism Comes 

to Church, describes a narcissistic personality as egotistical, entitled 

and lacking empathy.
267

 He explains that narcissism can thrive in 

churches. The very traits that define a narcissistic personality are often 

misinterpreted as a leader being, “charismatic, gifted, confident, smart, 
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strategic, agile and compelling.”
268

 Christopher Lasch, historian and 

author of the book, The Culture of Narcissism, explains that instead of 

opposing America’s increasingly narcissistic culture, the church has 

conformed to its image and is a reflection of it.
269

 

The consequence of this worldview is explained by Guelzo. He 

writes, “The principal casualty (of placing human willing at the center 

of identity) was any sense of community, which was sacrificed to 

benevolence, influence or interest.”
270

 By placing our individual selves 

as our sole priority, we have in effect, deprioritized our families, our 

communities and our churches. This is evident by the ever increasing 

divorce rates, the breakdown of the nuclear family and the de-

churching of a vast majority of Americans. The idolization of our 

individual selves, prohibits the creation and fostering of meaningful 

relationships that are crucial for our psychological and emotional 

health.
271

 God is a relational God. He created us to be in relationship 

with Him and with each other.    

The Call to Love 

 Galatians 5:13-14 reads, “For you, brethren, have been called 

to liberty; only do not use liberty as an opportunity for the flesh, but 

through love serve one another. For all the law is fulfilled in one word, 

even in this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’” (NKJV). 

Liberty is translated in Greek as eleutheria which means, “freedom, 

liberty, not enslaved.”
272

 Paul writes in Galatians 5:1 that Christ has 

made us free and we are to stand firm in that freedom and not to be 

ensnared again in the bondage of sin. The Greek word for bondage is 

douleia, which also means “slavery.”
273

 Christ has set us free from the 

slavery of sin and death.  
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Robert Deffinbaugh, pastor and theologian, writes, “Paul’s 

words in verse 13 make it clear that the freedom which the gospel gives 

is not the freedom to sin, but freedom from sin. Biblical freedom does 

not cater to the flesh, but crucifies it (Gal. 5:24). Indulging the flesh is 

merely slavery to it, and thus is not freedom at all (John 8:34; 

Rom.7:16).”
274

 Prioritizing our selfish wants and desires is not true 

freedom because it leads to the bondage of sin. Dr. I. Howard Marshall, 

theologian and author, writes, “The life of God’s children is one of 

freedom (Gal. 5:2-15). The freedom, however, is not freedom to sin but 

is deliverance from the requirements of the law and from the power of 

sin in order to keep the fundamental commandment, which is to 

love.”
275

    

Galatians 5:13 continues, “but through love serve one another” 

(NKJV). The Greek word for serve in this passage is douleu𝑜̅, which 

means to be a slave or a servant.
276

 Paul is instructing the Galatians not 

to use their freedom as an excuse or opportunity to serve their own self-

interests and desires, but in love to serve or become servants to each 

other. Powell writes regarding this passage of scripture, “Paul launches 

into a soaring treatise on the meaning of freedom, emphasizing its 

paradoxical fulfillment in loving service rather than in self-

indulgence.”
277

 Deffinbaugh writes, “Rather than being an opportunity 

to sin, freedom is a call to love…Thus servanthood is the goal of 

freedom.”
278

 Christ has set us free from the bondage of sin so that we 

may serve in love. We are able to love freely, when we are not 

burdened down and held captive by our sins. We are called to serve and 

not to prioritize our selfish wants. Romans 6:18 reads, “Being then 

made free from sin, ye became the servants of righteousness” (KJV).  

The Greek word for love in Galatians 5:13-14 is agap𝑒̅.
279

 

There are eight words in the Greek language that are used to describe 
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different types of love. Seven of those are eros, sexual love; philia, the 

love of friendship; storge, family love; mania, obsessive love; ludus, 

flirtatious love; pragma, practical love; and philautia, self-love. The 

eighth Greek word for love, agap𝑒̅, is “defined as unconditional, 

sacrificial love. Agape is the kind of love that is felt by a person willing 

to do anything for another, including sacrificing themselves, without 

expecting anything in return.”
280

 Powell expounds upon Paul’s use of 

agap𝑒̅ love in 1 Corinthians 13. He writes, “Paul defines this love in 

terms of unselfish behavior. One shows agap𝑒̅ love by treating other 

people in ways that put their interests ahead of one’s own (1 Cor. 13:4-

7).”
281

  

Christ is the ultimate example of agap𝑒̅ love. Romans 5:8 

reads, “But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we 

were still sinners, Christ died for us” (NKJV). God reveals His 

unconditional love for humanity through Christ’s sacrifice. The 

sacrificial death of Christ reconciled us to God when we were still 

sinners, for the forgiveness and remission of our sins. We are called to 

demonstrate this agap𝑒̅ love for each other. John speaks of Christ’s 

agap𝑒̅ love in 1 John 4:10-11, “In this is love, not that we loved God, 

but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins. 

Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another” 

(NKJV). Demonstrating agap𝑒̅ love to one another, is having the mind 

and Spirit of God (1 John 4:7-8), therefore loving as Christ has loved 

us. Powell writes, “Love is the sign and source of a true relationship 

with God (1 John 4:7-21).”
282

 Throughout the New Testament God 

speaks of His agap𝑒̅ love which is evident by Christ’s sacrifice for the 

forgiveness of sin. The New Testament is the love story of Christ to 

fallen humanity.  

 

Spiritual Transformation 

How does the modern Church show agap𝑒̅ love rather than 

reflect a narcissistic society and culture? The key to agap𝑒̅ love and 

sacrificial service is Spiritual transformation. Conver writes, “The 

healing of the narcissistic personalities of our generation is not 

complete unless there has been a significant spiritual transformation in 

the process.”
283

 Spiritual transformation and the subsequent 

development into Spiritual maturity is a process. Spiritual 
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transformation requires spending time with God in prayer, studying the 

Word of God and fellowship with the Body of Christ. Romans 12:2 

reads, “And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by 

the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and 

acceptable and perfect will of God” (NKJV). Renewal of the mind 

takes dedication, time and consistency.  

DeGroat explains the process as, “a ‘furnace of transformation’ 

each of us must pass through for the sake of growth and refinement. 

I’ve never seen real growth occur without suffering, humiliation, 

disappointment, and pain. The way of transformation is the way of the 

cross, a journey in which our sufferings make a way for resurrection 

(Phil. 3:7-11).”
284

 Spiritual transformation requires humility to submit 

to God’s process of refinement. It requires introspection, 

acknowledgement and confession of our shortcomings to the Almighty 

God who hears, forgives and heals. DeGroat uses Apostle Paul as an 

example of Spiritual transformation. “Jesus makes possible the 

redemption of an arrogant murderer and antagonist who becomes the 

‘apostle to the Gentiles.”’
285

 DeGroat goes on to say that, “Paul’s 

conversion process, while seemingly instantaneous, requires three years 

in a wilderness, a place of refinement.”
286

 

Christ knows this process is painful but necessary. 2 

Corinthians 4:16-17 reads, “Therefore we do not lose heart. Even 

though our outward man is perishing, yet the inward man is being 

renewed day by day. For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, 

is working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory” 

(NKJV). Powell writes, “Paul is certain that believers have divine 

assistance in living as God would have them live; they are transformed 

from within, by a renewing of their minds (Rom. 12:1), and they are 

imbued with the Holy Spirit, who produces in them the fruit that is 

pleasing to God (Gal. 5:22-23).”
287

 

Conclusion 

Modern worldview has cultivated narcissistic attributes by 

making the idolization and glorification of the “Self” one of the 

defining characteristics of Western culture. Contrary to the worldview 

adopted from the Enlightenment era, the goals of humanity should not 

be superficial happiness obtained by gratifying our selfish desires. 

Modern society has replaced worship of God with the glorification and 

idolization of the “Self.” This has perpetuated a ferocious yearning to 
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please the flesh to illicit happiness, albeit a false sense of happiness 

resulting in loneliness and depression due to the lack of community, 

relationship, and purpose.  

Prioritizing our families, our neighbors, and our Church family 

will foster a community that is both healthy and fulfilling. The Church, 

the Body of Christ, must submit to God’s refinement process so that we 

can be vessels for His work. When we exhibit Christ’s unconditional 

sacrificial love, we demonstrate the love Christ has for humanity. We 

grow closer to Christ through sharing in His suffering. We foster deep 

meaningful relationships and live a life of purpose. Galatians 2:20 

reads, “I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but 

Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by 

the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me” 

(KJV). We do not live for ourselves, but we live because of Christ and 

for Christ. Powell writes, “Those who experience God’s salvation 

through Christ are to live not for themselves but rather for Christ, who 

died and was raised for them (2 Cor. 5:14-15), and ‘the only thing that 

counts is faith working through love’ (Gal. 5:6).”
288
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EXPLORING THE ROLE OF SHARED POSSESSIONS IN 

FOSTERING COMMUNITY RESILIENCE AND IN 

OVERCOMING THE DEBILITATION OF PERSECUTION  

IN THE EARLY CHURCH 

Kurt Bowen 

Master of Arts in Biblical Studies Candidate 

 

Introduction 

As reported in the annals of early Christian history, the 

burgeoning community of believers faced daunting challenges. Chief 

among these trials were the relentless waves of persecution that sought 

to erode their faith, undermine their unity, and dismantle their nascent 

religious movement. In the face of adversity, however, the Early 

Church did not simply wither away; rather, it emerged with greater 

resilience, demonstrating a remarkable capacity to withstand external 

pressures. Central to this remarkable resilience was the practice of 

shared possessions among the believers, which notably extended its 

embrace to marginalized communities and ethnic groups within the 

early Christian fold. The disciples adopted and began to practice the 

grand example uttered by Jesus Himself in the temple located in Luke 

4:18, “The spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed 

me…to preach the gospel to the poor… proclaim liberty to the captives 

and recovery of sight to the blind, to release the oppressed.”
289

 Jesus in 

His ministry taught his disciples to regard the oppressed and the poor. 

Later in Acts 4:34 we find that they had no need among them because 

all needs were met as the need arose.  

Dennis Johnson suggests that Luke, in Acts, intentionally 

echoes the language of Deuteronomy 15:4, conveying a message that 

contrasts Israel’s historical failure in caring for the poor with the 

renewed embodiment of God’s kingdom under Jesus as King – this 

restoration marks a kingdom where poverty has no place, in line with 

the vision presented in Revelation 21:1-4.
290

 Therefore, this thematic 

resonance between Deuteronomy’s call to eradicate poverty and Luke’s 

portrayal of a restored community in Acts underscores the pivotal role 

of shared possessions in manifesting God’s kingdom.  

The implications of this narrative extend far beyond the 

historical context, offering insights into the enduring significance of 

communal support and unity in addressing issues of poverty and social 
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justice. It is with this in mind that this paper explores the role of shared 

possessions in the early Christian community, shedding light on its 

transformative power in fostering unity and fortifying the church, 

arguing that the practice undoubtedly mitigated the debilitating effects 

of persecution. In this introductory section, we will lay the groundwork 

for this exploration, elucidating the significance of shared possessions, 

particularly in the context of marginalized and ethnic communities, and 

their catalytic role in nurturing unity and resilience within the early 

church. Shared possessions therefore, as exemplified in the scriptural 

accounts of the Early Church in the book of Acts, hold a pivotal place 

in the narrative of this Christian community.  

I contend that shared possessions acted as more than just a 

socio-economic arrangement; rather, the practice of sharing possessions 

served as a conduit for the expression of Christian principles, for 

binding believers, and for including marginalized and ethnic groups in 

a common purpose and shared identity. The German theologian and 

pastor Deitrich Bonhoeffer opines, “The exclusion of the weak and 

insignificant, the seemingly useless people, from everyday Christian 

life in community may actually mean the exclusion of Christ; for in the 

poor sister or brother, Christ is knocking at the door.”
291

 In this 

statement, Dietrich Bonhoeffer is accentuating the profound theological 

truth that the presence of Christ is not only found in the powerful, 

successful, or prominent members of the Christian community but also 

in those who may be considered weak, insignificant, or seemingly 

useless by societal standards. Acts 2:42-47 and Acts 4:32-35 stand as 

exemplary testimonies to this communal spirit, depicting a community 

where believers, irrespective of their backgrounds, held all things in 

common and distributed resources to each according to their need. 

Building upon this contextual framework, the subsequent sections of 

this paper will unravel the multifaceted significance of shared 

possessions within the early Christian community.  

Our journey begins with an exegetical examination of the 

biblical and theological foundations of the practice of shared 

possessions. From there, we transition to present shared possessions as 

a model for unity, exploring its implications for community cohesion. 

This exploration then segues into a dialogue about overcoming 

hardship through community unity, where we explore the practical 

benefits of shared possessions in the face of adversity, and posits that 

sharing possessions was crucial to the community in times of 

persecution. Lastly, we navigate the terrain of contemporary relevance, 
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probing how the timeless principles of unity and shared possessions 

continue to impact and shape the trajectories of contemporary 

communities and faith. Thus, this paper’s overarching purpose is to 

explore the catalytic role of shared possessions, with a particular focus 

on their significance for marginalized communities and ethnic groups 

within the book of Acts. The paper aims to elucidate how shared 

possessions served as a potent force for fostering unity and resilience, 

all while overcoming the adverse effects of persecution that had 

befallen the Early Church. 

 

Biblical and Theological Foundations of Shared Possessions 

Examining the biblical and theological underpinnings of shared 

possessions within the early Christian community, this section 

addresses the pivotal role played by the verses in Acts 2:42-47 and Acts 

4:32-35 in establishing the scriptural foundation for communal living 

and shared resources. These are profound theological cornerstones 

fostering unity and growth within the community. 

  

Greek and English Text of Acts 2:42; 44-46 

Verse 42 ἦσαν δὲ προσκαρτεροῦντες τῇ διδαχῇ τῶν ἀποστόλων καὶ τῇ 

κοινωνίᾳ καὶ τῇ κλάσει τοῦ ἄρτου καὶ ταῖς προσευχαῖς 

Verse 44 πάντες δὲ οἱ πιστεύοντες ἦσαν ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτὸ, καὶ εἶχον ἅπαντα 

κοινά,  

Verse 45 καὶ τὰ κτήματα καὶ τὰς ὑπάρξεις ἐπίπρασκον, καὶ διεμέριζον 

αὐτὰ πᾶσι, καθότι ἄν τις χρείαν εἶχε. 

Verse 46 Καθ ἡμέραν τε προσκαρτεροῦντες ὁμοθυμαδὸν ἐν τῷ ἱερῷ, 

κλῶντές τε κατ οἶκον ἄρτον, μετελάμβανον τροφῆς  ἐν ἀγαλλιάσει καὶ 

ἀφελότητι καρδίας.
292

 

 

Verse 42 they continued and steadfastly doctrine in the apostles’ and 

fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers. 

Verse 44 signs through all and that believed were together, and had all 

things common  

Verse 45 and their possessions and goods, sold and parted them to all as 

had everyone need. 

Verse 46 daily and they, continuing with one accord in the temple, 

breaking and from house to house, bread did eat their meat with 

gladness and singleness of heart. 
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The scriptural account in Acts 2:42-47 offers not only a 

glimpse into the daily life of the early Christian community but also 

provides a theological blueprint for their shared possessions. Their 

devotion to the “apostles’ teaching” forms the bedrock of their 

theological commitment to the Gospel. This commitment was not 

merely intellectual; it fostered a deep sense of unity and purpose. 

Analyzing the biblical text closely, we see that this devotion to teaching 

went hand in hand with “fellowship” and the “breaking of bread.”  

This term “fellowship” originates from the Greek word 

κοινωνίᾳ, which signifies a deep communion, sharing, and 

participation. In secular Greek it could involve the sharing of goods. In 

writing to the church in Corinth, Paul in 2 Corinthians 9:13 seems to 

use this understanding.
293

 As I consider this carefully, the term conveys 

not just a casual association but a profound sense of shared life and 

unity. It brings to the fore the believers’ active involvement in each 

other’s lives and their common commitment to the teachings of the 

apostles. “They not only had a mutual affection to each other, but a 

great deal of mutual conversation with each other; they were much 

together.”
294

  

Likewise, the phrase “breaking of bread” also holds rich 

theological significance. The word κλάσις, derived from κλάω, means 

“breaking” and is closely linked to the institution of the Lord’s 

Supper.
295

 It signifies not only a shared meal but also a participation in 

the body of Christ, symbolizing the believers’ spiritual unity and their 

identification with Christ’s sacrifice. The Lord Jesus commanded His 

disciples to observe the Lord’s Supper (Communion) and they practiced 

it frequently.
296

 Therefore, in the context of shared possessions, the 

phrase “had all things in common” translates from the Greek ἔσχον 

πάντα κοινά. Here, κοινά directly relates to the term κοινωνίᾳ, 

emphasizing the shared nature of their possessions.  

The language of the biblical text in verse 45 employs the 

imperfect tense, signifying that this was an ongoing, habitual practice 

among them because they regularly sold their property and possessions 

and distributed the proceeds as needs arose.
297

 Thus, it clearly reflects 

the theological underpinning of their unity, as they held all things in 

common not only in practice but also in principle. As mentioned, I 
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contend that these aspects of communal life were not isolated practices; 

they were deeply rooted in theological expressions of shared identity 

and purpose. The erudite American Evangelical Old Testament scholar, 

Lloyd J. Ogilvie posited, “There was none of the defensive clutching of 

their own wealth which is so evident in churches today.”
298

 The ethos of 

Ogilvie’s assertions is that the early Christian communities exhibited a 

spirit of generosity and selflessness in contrast to the often materialistic 

and self-protective attitudes observed in some modern churches. This 

critical point in the early Christian community cannot be trivialized nor 

underestimated, because it demonstrates a contrast between the 

attitudes of early Christians who prioritized communal well-being over 

personal wealth and some modern church practices that may be 

perceived as more focused on individual accumulation and protection 

of assets. Selfishness and selflessness will always be eternal enemies. 

The breaking of bread, for instance, signified not just a common meal 

but also participation in the body of Christ, accentuating the intimate 

bond forged through shared possessions. Moreover, their willingness to 

“have all things in common” and to sell possessions when needs arose 

was not a mere economic arrangement but a theological manifestation 

of the command to “love your neighbor as yourself,” reflecting their 

commitment to embodying Christ’s teachings in practical ways. 

 

Greek and English Text of Acts 4:32-35 

Verse 32 Τοῦ δὲ πλήθους τῶν πιστευσάντων ἦν ἡ καρδία καὶ ἡ ψυχὴ 

μία καὶ οὐδὲ εἷς τι τῶν ὑπαρχόντων αὐτῷ ἔλεγεν ἴδιον εἶναι ἀλλ ἦν 

αὐτοῖς ἅπαντα κοινά. 

Verse 33 καὶ μεγάλῃ δυνάμει ἀπεδίδουν τὸ μαρτύριον οἱ ἀπόστολοι τῆς 

ἀναστάσεως τοῦ κυρίου Ἰησοῦ, χάρις τε μεγάλη ἦν ἐπὶ πάντας αὐτούς. 

Verse 34 οὐδὲ γὰρ ἐνδεής τις ὑπῇρχεν ἐν αὐτοῖς ὅσοι γὰρ κτήτορες 

χωρίων ἢ οἰκιῶν ὑπῆρχον, πωλοῦντες ἔφερον τὰς τιμὰς τῶν 

πιπρασκομένων. 

Verse 35 καὶ ἐτίθουν παρὰ τοὺς πόδας τῶν ἀποστόλων διεδίδοτο δὲ 

ἑκάστῳ καθότι ἄν τις χρείαν εἶχεν.
299

 

 

Verse 32 The and multitude of them that believed were the heart and 

the soul one, and not one anything possessions to him he said his own 

to be, but were to them all things common.  

Verse 33 And with great power gave witness to the apostles of the 

resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and grace and great was upon them all. 
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Verse 34 Neither for needy anyone was among them, as many as for 

owners of lands or houses were having land sold brought the values of 

those being sold. 

Verse 35 And placed at the feet of the apostles; it was distributed and to 

each according to any need had. 

 

Acts 4:32-35 further embellishes the point that Christians 

endeavored to love their neighbors with their actions, according to 

Christ’s command. The passage reinforces the theological 

underpinnings of shared possessions, accentuating the voluntary nature 

of their communal living. Analyzing the biblical text, we find that the 

believers were “of one heart and soul.” The phrase “of one heart and 

soul” stems from the Greek μία καρδία καὶ ψυχὴ, calling attention to 

their profound spiritual and emotional unity.
300

 The word ψυχὴ seems 

to go beyond a mere sense of being; it conveys the essence of their 

beings existing in harmony and unity, indicating their shared identity 

and purpose. This unity, far from being superficial, had profound 

theological implications. This willingness to allocate all they had, 

emanated from their shared commitment to the Gospel and their deep 

sense of spiritual kinship. Thus, the term “shared” in “shared 

everything they had” NIV
301

 is derived from ἴδιον,
302

 which means 

“own” or “individual.” Its use in contrast to the shared possessions 

accentuates the voluntary nature of their communal living. They 

willingly relinquished what was considered ἴδιον in support of the 

κοινωνίᾳ, demonstrating the authenticity of their unity and commitment 

to Christ’s teachings.  

Notably, the passage stresses the significance that “there was 

not a needy person among them.” Consequently, this theological 

statement goes beyond mere economic equality; it brings into focus the 

transformative power of shared possessions in addressing the material 

needs of the community, aligning with the scriptural vision that there 

should be no poor among God’s people. Beyond the specific scriptures, 

this theological foundation of shared possessions in the Early Church 

had far-reaching implications. It extended beyond mere resource-

sharing and attention to financial equality. It fostered a profound sense 

of mutual responsibility within the community, creating a bond that 

transcended social, economic, and cultural differences. The shared 

possessions also served as a powerful symbol of their shared identity as 
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followers of Christ, representing their commitment to living according 

to His teachings. 

As we explore further into the impact of shared possessions 

within the Early Church, we see it move beyond the practices of 

biblical and theological underpinnings to its implications for the life of 

the community. It becomes evident that beyond their providing a 

foundational principle to guide Christian life, sharing possessions 

significantly contributed to the life and growth of the community in 

three distinct ways: community building and solidarity, spiritual 

transformation and witness, and resilience in the face of persecution. 

Let us now explore these dimensions in turn. 

 

Community Building and Solidarity 

First, these shared possessions went beyond the pragmatic 

sharing of material goods; it fostered a profound sense of community 

building and solidarity within the Early Church. Believers were not 

mere acquaintances; they were interconnected as a spiritual family. This 

shared responsibility for one another’s well-being created a culture of 

care, empathy, and mutual support. Acts 6:1-7, for instance, reveals 

how shared possessions influenced the equitable distribution of 

resources and addressed the practical needs of different segments 

within the community, such as the Hellenistic and Hebraic Jews. In 

fact, Luke “holds up this congregation as a model of harmony and 

community.”
303

 This spirit of inclusivity and care reinforced the sense 

of unity, transforming the Early Church into a vibrant and cohesive 

body. 

 

Spiritual Transformation and Witness 

Additionally, shared possessions were not only a response to 

material needs but also a vehicle for spiritual transformation and 

witness. “Luke is not shy at other places in Acts about the short coming 

of the Early Church in Jerusalem.”
304

 For instance, in Acts 5:1-11, the 

account of Ananias and Sapphira serves as a stark reminder of the 

seriousness with which the Early Church regarded the integrity of this 

practice. In particular, the incident elevates the purity of intent required 

in shared possessions, deepening the reality that this practice was not 

about personal gain but rather about sacrificial giving. It communicated 
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a powerful testimony to the world; the Christian community was so 

committed to its principles that it valued truth and transparency in all 

dealings. This integrity bore witness to the transformative power of the 

Gospel and contributed to the rapid growth and influence of the Early 

Church. 

 

Resilience in Persecution 

Lastly, it is probable that shared possessions played a vital role 

in fortifying the Early Church against the challenges of persecution. As 

the Church faced increasing hostility, their shared resources most likely 

provided a safety net for those targeted by persecution. Acts 8:1-4, 

which recounts the persecution of the church in Jerusalem, 

demonstrates, persecution was real, creating a context where shared 

possessions allowed believers to support one another during times of 

hardship. This resilience in the face of persecution bore testimony to 

the strength of their unity and their unwavering commitment to the 

principles of shared possessions. Their ability to withstand adversity 

became a compelling witness to the transformative power of faith in 

Christ.  

 

Shared Possessions as a Model for Unity 

In the theological reflections of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the phrase 

“Christ existing as community”
305

 encapsulates a rich perspective on 

the nature of the church. Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on the communal 

essence of the church echoes the idea that the body of Christ is not a 

mere abstraction or an individualized experience; rather, it is a 

dynamic, living community where the presence of Christ is palpably 

felt among believers. Within this shared life in fellowship, Bonhoeffer 

illuminates a theological framework that extends beyond individual 

spirituality, highlighting the interconnectedness and communal fabric 

that define the essence of the church. It is in this theological context 

that we consider further the exploration of shared possessions as a 

model for unity, seeking to unravel the implications of communal living 

and mutual stewardship in fostering a unified, Christ-centered 

community. 
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Sacrificial Love as the Foundation 

The model of shared possessions as a catalyst for unity is 

woven with the foundational principle of sacrificial love. We have seen 

that the account of the book of Acts presents the historical narrative of 

the early Christian community, where it illustrates instances where 

believers practiced sacrificial love through shared possessions. As 

mentioned earlier about what is found in Acts 2:44-45, we saw that the 

community is described as having all things in common, demonstrating 

a selfless sharing of resources. Additionally, Acts 4:32-37 further 

exemplifies this model, portraying believers selling their possessions 

and distributing the proceeds according to the needs of the community. 

While there is not a direct instance where Jesus explicitly 

spoke about shared possessions as a model for unity in the New 

Testament, He however raised principles of sacrificial love and 

communal care, laying the groundwork for the practices taught which 

would later be observed in the early Christian community. There are 

several instances where Jesus spoke about sacrificial love and caring 

for others: 

a. The Greatest Commandment: In Matthew 22:37-39, Jesus 

articulates the greatest commandment, raising the importance 

of the love of God and neighbor. This teaching lays the 

foundation for sacrificial love as a guiding principle for 

interactions within the community. 

b. The Parable of the Good Samaritan: In Luke 10:25-37 Jesus 

uses this narrative to illustrate the concept of loving one’s 

neighbor sacrificially, regardless of social or ethnic differences. 

The Parable of the Good Samaritan becomes a poignant 

narrative supporting this model, showcasing sacrificial love 

transcending racial, religious, and ethnic boundaries. 

c. The Widow’s Offering: In Mark 12:41-44 and Luke 21:1-4, 

Jesus observes a poor widow contributing two small coins to 

the temple treasury. Despite her poverty, Jesus commends her 

sacrificial giving, giving attention to the principle of giving out 

of one’s substance. 

Collectively, these passages offer a robust theology of sacrificial love, 

establishing it as a guiding principle for Christian living and communal 

interactions. The shared possessions model, as depicted in Acts, 

becomes an embodiment of this theological model, where sacrificial 

love is not only advocated but lived out in the tangible act of sharing 

resources for the collective well-being of the Christian community. The 

theological underpinnings of sacrificial love, as gleaned from these 

passages, not only inform but also actively shape the communal ethos 

of shared possessions within the early Christian narrative. 
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Stewardship and Divine Ownership 

Acts provides glimpses into the stewardship and recognition of 

divine ownership embedded in the model of shared possessions. While 

Acts 4:32-35 depicts believers selling their possessions and distributing 

the proceeds according to the needs of the community, it further 

outlines believers’ commitment to stewardship and acknowledging that 

their possessions are entrusted by God. This communal understanding 

transforms the act of sharing into a tangible expression of stewardship, 

emphasizing that believers are custodians of God’s provision for the 

collective well-being of community. The absence of coercion in these 

acts, as seen in Acts 5:1-11 with the story of Ananias and Sapphira, 

further accentuates the voluntary nature of stewardship within the early 

Christian community. 

There are passages in the New Testament that convey the 

principles aligned with this model for Christian living: 

 

1. The Parable of the Talents: In Matthew 25:14-30, Jesus tells 

the parable of the talents, illustrating the concept of 

stewardship. The servants are entrusted with different amounts 

of money, and they are expected to be faithful stewards of what 

they have received. 

2. The Parable of the Dishonest Manager: In Luke 16:1-13, 

Jesus tells the parable of the dishonest manager. While the 

primary focus is on faithfulness in small and large matters, the 

passage underscores the responsibility of managing resources 

wisely. 

These parables collectively contribute to another robust theology of 

stewardship and divine ownership. They assert that God, as the ultimate 

owner of all resources, entrusts individuals and communities with 

varying gifts and possessions. The responsibility lies in the faithful and 

strategic management of these resources for the common good. In the 

communal context, this theology aligns with the shared possessions 

model depicted in Acts, accentuating not only the act of sharing but the 

intentional, faithful, and strategic stewardship of God’s entrusted 

resources for the flourishing of the Christian community. 

Shared possessions as a model of unity carries the weight of the 

theological implications within Christianity as it manifests as a force 

that transcends entrenched boundaries, especially those of religion and 

ethnicity. Rooted in the teachings of Christ, the model challenges the 

divisive tendencies that often permeate religious and ethnic 

communities. Therefore, by promoting a communal ethos centered on 

sacrificial love and stewardship, shared possessions become a tangible 
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expression of Christian unity, thereby dismantling the divisive forces of 

religious exclusivity and ethnic particularism. This transformative 

paradigm gives attention to the inclusive nature of the Gospel, offering 

a compelling testimony to the ability of shared possessions to redefine 

communal identity. Embracing this model, believers go beyond societal 

constraints, fostering a harmonious Christian community where the 

shared life in Christ serves as a unifying force, breaking down barriers 

and fostering a sense of oneness among individuals irrespective of their 

diverse backgrounds. 

 

Overcoming Hardship Through Community Unity 

The early Christian community faced formidable challenges, 

marked by intense persecution and hardship, as documented in the book 

of Acts. In chapters 4 and 5 of the book of Acts, the persecution of 

Peter and John unfolds after the healing of a lame man and their 

subsequent preaching. The religious leaders were hostile towards them 

and further arrested and brought them before the Sanhedrin council, 

subjecting them to vehement opposition. Acts 7 introduces the 

martyrdom of Stephen, an early deacon, whose powerful preaching 

before Jewish leaders led to his stoning, marking the inception of 

Christian martyrdom. The aftermath of Stephen’s death is recounted in 

Acts 8, where a severe persecution erupted against the Church in 

Jerusalem, compelling believers to scatter throughout Judea and 

Samaria. Acts 12 details the execution of James by Herod Agrippa I and 

the subsequent arrest of Peter. Miraculously freed from prison by an 

angel, Peter sought refuge in the house where many believers gathered 

and prayed for him.
306

 These episodes, while portraying the intense 

adversities faced by the early Christians, also give insight into the 

shared possessions that played a pivotal role in overcoming these 

challenges. 

In actuality, sharing possessions was one of several factors that 

helped Christians to be resilient during times of persecution. The 

scriptures point to these listed below.  

Strategic Geographic Movement: In the face of persecution 

in Jerusalem, believers strategically scattered throughout Judea and 

Samaria (Acts 8:1). Initially driven by adversity, this dispersion 

evolved into a purposeful move to spread the Gospel to new regions, 

contributing to the expansion of the Christian community. 

Preaching and Evangelism: Despite persecution, believers 

unwaveringly preached the Gospel (Acts 8:4). The scattered believers 
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proclaimed the word, showcasing a commitment to evangelism that 

significantly contributed to the growth and resilience of the Early 

Church. 

Unity and Mutual Encouragement: Acts 14:21-22 shows 

Paul and Barnabas strengthening and encouraging the disciples, 

fostering unity and mutual support, and this communal resilience 

played a vital role in helping believers endure the hardships of 

persecution. 

Legal Defense and Advocacy: In Acts 22-26, the Apostle Paul 

strategically used his Roman citizenship to present legal defenses 

before governors and kings. This practical approach showcased an 

engagement with the legal framework to address challenges faced by 

the Early Church. 

The Appeal to Higher Authorities: Confronted with 

opposition in Jerusalem, Paul, leveraging his Roman citizenship, 

sought justice by appealing to higher authorities, including Roman 

governors and eventually Caesar. This strategic recourse reflected a 

pragmatic approach to navigating challenges. 

Prayer in Communal Gatherings: Acts 20:36 and Acts 21:5 

depict moments of communal prayer in the life of Paul and the early 

church. These instances, along with others (Acts 1:14; Acts 1:24-26; 

4:23-31; Acts 12:5, 12:12; Acts 16:25-34), emphasize the centrality of 

prayer in the communal response to persecution, highlighting the 

consistent reliance on God’s guidance and support within the early 

Christian community.  

This paper argues that possessions being shared featured 

prominently and created a communal dwelling, symbolizing a 

sanctuary of unity, endurance, and practical support. Again, Acts 2:44-

45 and Acts 4:32-37 exemplify this communal living, where believers 

held all things in common, sharing their resources to meet the needs of 

the community. In times of persecution and hardship, these communal 

spaces became sanctuaries and refuges of emotional solidarity, 

providing solace and support. Additionally, the sharing of funds for the 

Church in Jerusalem, as seen in Paul’s fundraising efforts detailed in 2 

Corinthians 8 and 9, further illustrates shared possessions as a means of 

offering practical support in times of adversity. In interpreting these 

passages, the Wesleyan-Arminian New Testament scholar, Ben 

Witherington III, elucidates key principles, emphasizing that 

individuals should contribute in proportion to their means (2 

Corinthians 8:11). The overarching goal, articulated by Paul, is not 

merely temporary relief for some while others face hardship; rather, it 
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is the establishment of equality (2 Corinthians 8:13-14).
307

 The 

immediate context involves material assistance for the Jerusalem 

church, highlighting the reciprocal nature of communal support. It is to 

this end that Witherington writes that Paul anticipates a future time 

where the Jerusalem church may reciprocate if the Corinthian church 

faces a need.
308

  

Witherington makes another salient point, “Paul does not 

advocate for communism of any sort, it is also clear that he does 

advocate for communalism, or communityism. He believes the 

Christian community must not allow any of its members to be in 

want.
309

 Witherington’s assertion accentuates Paul’s advocacy for a 

form of communityism rather than traditional communism. Paul’s focus 

is not on abolishing personal property but on fostering a shared life 

within the Christian community, aligning with the biblical principle of 

stewardship. Therefore, this practical approach emphasizes the 

importance of mutual care, generosity, and social equality, ensuring that 

no member faces a lack while others have plenty. The Christian 

community, guided by these principles, becomes a sanctuary of unity 

and practical support, embodying Paul’s vision for a community where 

no one is left in want. It is with this in mind, that the act of fundraising, 

mentioned by Paul transcended mere financial assistance; it symbolized 

a communal commitment to the welfare of the broader Christian 

community, fostering a sense of shared responsibility. Moreover, the 

communal act of participating in the Lord’s Supper, as observed in Acts 

20:7, is another benefit of shared possessions fostering spiritual 

strength. Therefore, this sacred ritual symbolizes the unity of believers 

in their shared identity in Christ, fortifying their spiritual resilience in 

the face of persecution. The early believers responded to persecution 

through strategic and resilient measures, fostering community amidst 

adversity.   

Therefore, amid persecution, the early Christian community no 

doubt exemplified resilience and unity through shared possessions as 

seen in the historical narratives of Acts. As well, the strategic 

geographic movements, unwavering commitment to preaching the 

Gospel, legal advocacy, and the power of communal prayer emerged as 

vital strategies for overcoming adversity. The experience of communal 

dwellings and shared resources provided not only practical support but 

also fostered sanctuaries of endurance and emotional solidarity. 
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Additionally, these shared possessions, symbolizing a commitment to 

equality and mutual care, fortified the Early Church, transforming 

adversity into an opportunity for the benefit of Christian unity and 

strength. 

 

Implications and Relevance for Today’s Context 

 

In contemporary church operations, the foundational principles 

of shared possessions hold significant implications for pastoral 

leadership, financial stewardship, and community outreach. Pastors 

who are inspired by the biblical model presented, are called to be 

transparent stewards of church funds, giving attention to sacrificial love 

and communal responsibility. This involves implementing financial 

literacy programs, ensuring that congregants understand the divine 

ownership of resources (1 Corinthians 4:2). The leadership, in turn, can 

exemplify sacrificial love by directing funds toward community needs 

and missions, fostering a culture of shared possessions.  

Outreach to marginalized groups, including the poor, widows, 

orphans, and the homeless, should become a strategic focus. Churches 

can establish dedicated ministries that actively engage with these 

communities, drawing inspiration from Acts 2:44-45 and Acts 4:32-35. 

Additionally, ongoing workshops during Sunday school sessions can 

educate congregants on the challenges faced by these groups, 

promoting empathy and prompting tangible actions. Leadership 

seminars can also be another tool, which can guide pastors in aligning 

their financial decisions with biblical principles, ensuring that the 

church’s resources are directed toward building a unified and 

supportive community. 

The model of shared possessions, rooted in sacrificial love and 

divine ownership can reshape church operations and leadership 

strategies, when the pastoral leadership takes on a transformative role 

as pastors prioritize unity over individual gain, mirroring the sacrificial 

love exemplified by Christ (John 13:34-35). Financial decisions are 

guided by a stewardship mentality, with leaders directing resources 

toward initiatives that foster unity and address the needs of the 

congregation. Outreach ministries can become platforms for expressing 

sacrificial love in action, extending shared possessions beyond the 

church walls. Acts 4:32-35 serves as a guiding scripture, urging 

congregations to share not only material possessions but also their 

hearts and lives. Missions’ workshops can focus on implementing 

shared possessions as a model for unity in global outreach, ensuring 

that funds are used collaboratively to make a lasting impact. Leadership 

seminars can equip pastors with practical strategies to cultivate unity 
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within the congregation, emphasizing the importance of shared values 

and communal well-being. 

The practical implications of overcoming hardship through 

community unity are manifold. The strategic geographic movement, 

exemplified by the Early Church’s response to persecution (Acts 8:1), 

should inspire modern churches to adapt and innovate in response to 

challenges. Therefore, while sharing possessions emerges as a central 

theme, it intertwines with sacrificial love, communal responsibility, and 

divine stewardship to create a comprehensive approach to Christian 

living. As we navigate the various understandings of contemporary 

church operations, leadership dynamics, and community outreach, the 

shared possessions model serves as a foundational principle that 

harmonizes with other transformative strategies. This holistic 

perspective underscores the interconnectedness of biblical principles, 

guiding pastors, congregants, and communities toward a united and 

resilient expression of their faith. Therefore, in implementing these 

strategies, let us not view shared possessions in isolation but rather as 

an integral part of a larger interwoven with threads of love, 

responsibility, and stewardship for the glory of God and the edification 

of His Church. 

 

Conclusion 

Our exploration of shared possessions as a model for unity in 

the early Christian community reveals foundational principles rooted in 

sacrificial love, financial stewardship, and resilient community 

building. Today, these biblical ideals resonate within the operational 

dynamics of modern churches. Pastors are challenged to lead 

transparently and sacrificially, fostering a communal identity grounded 

in shared possessions. This model prompts believers to break down 

societal boundaries, extending love to the marginalized and reflecting 

the transformative power of the Gospel. The early Christians’ resilience 

becomes a call for today’s Church to be a united, compassionate 

community, drawing strength from shared possessions for the greater 

good.  

As we conclude, this exploration prompts reflection on the 

Church’s identity and values, urging a steadfast commitment to unity, 

love, and endurance in our contemporary context. It emphasizes the 

enduring lessons of shared possessions as a catalyst for unity and 

resilience, highlighting the relevance of fostering unity through shared 

possessions in addressing challenges faced by modern communities. 

This, in turn, raises questions for further study and contemplation: How 

can the Church more effectively translate shared possessions into 

impactful outreach to the marginalized? What steps can be taken to 
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enhance financial stewardship within the modern Church? In pondering 

these questions, the journey into the biblical and theological 

foundations of shared possessions continues, offering an ongoing 

source of inspiration and guidance for the Church today. 
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DOCTORS OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH CAN INFORM 
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POLITICS, AND SPIRITUALITY IN A POST-PANDEMIC 

SOCIETY  

Fabiana Silva 
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Introduction 

 “In the world you will have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I 

have overcome the world.” These resounding words spoken by Jesus at 

the end of chapter 16 of John’s gospel shows the unequivocal truth of 

His victory. And this victory is one of the rare points that are upheld as 

truth by every major Christian denomination. There are debates on how 

a person is saved, how one should be baptized, what the end of times 

will look like, and so forth. However, regarding Jesus’ victory over the 

world, we are all aligned with no major theological research saying 

otherwise. With this confidence of victory over worldly concerns, the 

Church, you would think, could maintain a quiet dignity. Nonetheless, 

our Christian society, during the COVID-19 pandemic, showed 

behaviors towards science, health, politics and spirituality that were in 

direct opposition to Jesus’ teachings. From unequipped preachers 

giving bad health advice and minimizing the seriousness of the 

pandemic, to Christian leaders replicating political rhetoric even when 

it differed from the Bible, the responses showed that regardless of 

denomination, misinformation and wrong teachings brought the 

opposite of the good cheer we were called to have.                 

However, this dire and troublesome picture just reiterates Jesus’ 

statement regarding tribulations. In an age of so much mistrust, looking 

back on our church history helps us to find many great examples of 

Christian faith lived out in various contexts. The four female doctors 

from the Catholic Church, however, not only are exceptional examples 

of obedience to the Lord, but each one of them provided great wisdom 

concerning four issues in their times, Hildegard of Bingen regarding 

science, Thérèse of Lisieux regarding health, Catherine of Siena in 

politics, and Teresa of Avila in her spirituality. This work begins with 

the data and information on the Christian perspectives about science, 

health, politics, and spirituality during, or after the pandemic, and 

follows with a brief explanation of the meaning of the title “doctor of 

the church” and how the featured women of church history were 

recognized as such. This research explains how their life and teachings 

can inform us today on how to approach issues pertaining to each one 
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of these spheres of life in a way that moves us forward towards unity, 

equality, and the good cheer Christ called us to live out. 

Data on Christian Perspective during the Covid-19 Pandemic 

Martin Luther King Jr. once wrote in his journals, “It is my 

opinion that sincerity is not enough for the preaching ministry. The 

minister must be both sincere and intelligent…I also think that the 

minister should possess profundity of conviction. We have too many 

ministers in the pulpit who are great spellbinders and too few who 

possess spiritual power.”
310

 Almost seventy years later, unfortunately 

the same assessment could be made regarding many preachers today. 

With lack of intelligence or spiritual power, many leaders during the 

pandemic, stopped preaching solely from the Bible, even voicing 

conspiracy theories from the pulpit. They delivered divisive speeches 

causing parishioners not to follow health guidelines given by the 

government, or allowed many to think it was their Christian duty to put 

the US above other countries, causing an increase in xenophobia, 

especially against Asians and people of Asian descent. In order to show 

the state of Christian society in the U.S. during the pandemic, the 

discussion now turns to data regarding attitudes toward science, health, 

politics and spirituality.  

Science 

A survey conducted by Pew Research Center on September 

2021 revealed that among those who attended religious services, most 

trusted more in clergy than in public health officials such as the 

authorities of the Centers for Disease Control (CDC). Although the 

difference is just of 1% percent, the research proves a high degree of 

trust in clergy on subjects that are beyond the scope of the Bible. Six-

in-ten U.S. congregants responded that they had a fair amount of 

confidence in the clergy or other religious leaders to give them 

guidance of a purely scientific issue, as, for example, in the case of the 

COVID-19 vaccines, even though there is no requirement for these in 

religious professions to have any sort of medical knowledge.
311
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Figure 1 

The trust in religious leaders in 2021was also demonstrated in 

another survey conducted in July of 2020 which revealed the number of 

Christians who were either very or somewhat confident that they could 

safely attend religious services in person without catching or spreading 

COVID-19, as shown in Figure 2. Amongst Evangelicals, that 

percentage was 75%, and only 9% of Evangelicals were not at all 

confident that they could safely attend without either catching or 

spreading COVID-19. The second highest number was amidst White 

Catholic with 71%.
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Figure 2 

Now the discrepancy between the Christian perspective shown in the 

previous data appears when we compare data about the severity of the 

pandemic during the same period as the Pew surveys. On July 9 of 

2020, The New York Times published the article, “The Coronavirus Can 

be Airborne Indoors, W.H.O. Says.” Besides the information that the 

virus could be transmitted through air and not only by direct droplets of 

an infected person, the article explained that “in an updated scientific 

brief, the agency also asserted more directly than it had in the past that 
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the virus may be spread by people who do not have symptoms.”
313

 The 

agency also reiterated, “In addition to avoiding close contact with 

infected people and washing hands, people should avoid crowded 

places, close-contact settings, and confined and enclosed spaces with 

poor ventilation,” the agency said and homes and offices should ensure 

good ventilation.”
314

 This article reveals the facts. The survey of Figure 

2 shows that 75% of evangelicals and 71% of white Catholics 

disregarded the information given by world renowned doctors from the 

World Health Organization, an organization that hosts professionals 

that, at least in the U.S., are required to have ten to fourteen years of 

education to become a fully licensed doctor.   

Health 

Although the facts presented in this section will be very similar 

to the ones from the section on science, the goal is to show the facts 

about the actual actions that stemmed from concern about the health of 

others and oneself, or the lack of concern, during that period. In the 

article “Culture Wars and COVID-19 Conduct: Christian Nationalism, 

Religiosity, and Americans’ Behavior During the Coronavirus 

Pandemic,” the main debates regarding procedures meant to battle 

against the virus are shown to be not only political, but religious. 

Specifically, polls and rapid-response studies have also shown that 

Americans who were more religious or religiously conservative (e.g., 

evangelicals) were more likely to distrust scientific and media sources 

over the President, and subsequently less likely to social distance, wear 

masks, or otherwise take recommended precautionary measures, while 

more secular Americans were more likely to follow these guidelines.
315

 

The renowned minister John Fullerton MacArthur, author of 

dozens of books including biblical commentaries, was the subject of the 

Los Angeles Times’ article, “L.A Megachurch Pastor Mocks Pandemic 

Health Orders, Even as Church Members Fall Ill,” published on 

November 8 of 2020. The article explains that although MacArthur 

fully complied with health orders requiring churches to close, and even 
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declared in an interview on March 28 of 2020 that the “defiance of 

safety measures is a ‘foolish’ thing to do and makes Christianity look 

anything but loving,”” the article declared that he soon “was echoing 

the same arguments and hyperbole that Trump and conservative media 

have spread about the pandemic” and stated that he was of the opinion 

that the “mainstream media have overhyped the pandemic; that not that 

many people have died and the data are wrong, and those who did 

succumb actually died from other illnesses; that it’s really just the flu 

— and saying it’s all the government’s ploy to control Christians.” This 

was said even fully knowing that he had parishioners who got sick. 

MacArthur is not only a pastor and an author, but a very respected and 

admired Christian figure whose opinions influence thousands of people 

worldwide. The awful impact this undoubtedly caused in the health of 

Christians who followed his declarations could never be measured, but 

was gravely observed and apparent around us.  

Politics 

There is no question that a majority of Christians hold to more 

conservative views, as most religious people do, even outside 

Christianity. So, it is no surprise that a conservative political party 

would have the majority of this sector of the population. In spite of new 

objections to the fact that the United States is a Christian country, 

founded on Christian values, it is true that it was founded by persecuted 

Christians immigrants from Europe, and that the Bible always had front 

and center place in the rendering of major decisions regarding laws and 

government. Separation of Church and State was a measure meant not 

to diminish the Church, but to ensure its freedom. However, today, 

instead of real Christian values influencing politics, especially in the 

case of a political party that identifies itself as conservative and based 

on Judeo-Christian’s principles, influences of a different nature are 

apparent. There are political agendas influencing Christians to a point 

where the Bible is used as a prop or an excuse to endorse their 

decisions, even when they are in complete opposition to what the 

gospel teaches.  

One example of this can be observed in regards to racial issues. 

There is no denying of the awful history of slavery in the U.S. or the 

appalling Jim Crow Law that existed in some states until fairly recent. 

Although the United States was one of the first country of the Americas 

to have a black president, when Barack Obama won with the majority 

of votes in 2008, the amount of display of the confederate flags in the 

South even today shows that racism is real and still an issue to be dealt 

with as Christians. However, strangely enough, racial equality was not 

addressed as an ethical issue, but a politicized national issue. President 
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John F. Kennedy, from the Democratic party, spearheaded the support 

of the Civil Rights Movement, by associating himself with important 

figures like Martin Luther King, Jr. even though Jim Crow Laws were 

upheld by Democrats form the South. Since then, racial equality 

suddenly was a “left wing” standpoint, and thus, not a “conservative 

one.”  

One example of racial politics influencing Christians during the 

time of the pandemic could be noted when George Floyd died on May 

25, 2020 because of police brutality. Although similar tragedies had 

happened before, his death propelled a commotion worldwide in favor 

of discussions and real actions towards racial equality. But a survey 

conducted by the Barna group showed not an increase of awareness of 

this problem, but instead a decrease among those self-identifying as 

Christians. In 2019 the question “Do you think our country has a racial 

problem?” was answered “definitely” by 47% of self-identified 

Christians, compared to 49% of all US adults. The disparity appears 

when the same question is posed in a 2020 on a survey conducted from 

June 18 to July 17, the same time period when the entire nation was a 

stage of innumerous protests on the issue of race, protests that featured 

an overwhelming constituency of the young population. In spite of this 

social climate, the poll showed a decrease of 4% in US adults who felt 

there was a race issue in the U.S. (Figure 3). In fact, during that period, 

race was the only issue that overpowered COVID-19 news since the 

entire population was bombarded with news media and information on 

the matter. Yet, because the resistance to discourse about the issue was 

attached to a particular political party, some Christians that self-

identified as the other party started even denying the obvious, as if to 

say that there was no issue, while the whole nation and dozens of other 

countries were having major protests about the matter.    
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.   

 

Figure 3 

Spirituality 

What is important to understand about Christian perspectives 

about spirituality is that data on spirituality deals with self-perception. 

A survey conducted by the Barna group from April 23 of 2021 to May 

5 on spiritual health yielded an interesting result. One of the questions 

was, “Compared to before the COVID-19 pandemic, would you say 

you are presently more or less spiritually healthy?” And 49% answered 

“more” as compared to only 12% that answered “less” as seen in figure 

4. 
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Figure 4 

                Data that reflects states of spiritual health, as portrayed in 

Figure 4, rely on a personal perspective, that is, on self-perception. The 

Bible teaches us that godly spirituality is contingent upon attitudes 

toward justice as well as just acts. In Jeremiah 7, we read the Lord 

speaking through the prophet at the gates of the Lord’s house to the 

people as they went to worship, it reads: 

 

If you really change your ways and your actions and deal with 

each other justly, if you do not oppress the foreigner, the 

fatherless or the widow and do not shed innocent blood in this 

place, and if you do not follow other gods to your own harm, 

then I will let you live in this place, in the land I gave your 

ancestors for ever and ever. But look, you are trusting in 

deceptive words that are worthless (Jer. 7:5-8 NIV). 

 

In Micah 6:8 we read the prophet stating, “He has shown you, 

O mortal, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act 

justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” (Mic. 6:8 

NIV). Additionally, in Hosea’s writing it reads, “But you must return to 

your God; maintain love and justice, and wait for your God always” 

(Hos. 12:6 NIV). Therefore, accurately assessing whether practicing 

Christians had indeed increased in their spiritual health, would require 

evidence of an increase of motivation to address injustice, this would 

be in keeping with what the Bible teaches, that is, according to God’s 

perspective “doing” justice is a requirement regarding Christian 

spirituality.  
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Moreover, in another Barna Group survey, results show that 

from 2019 to 2020 the number of self-identified Christians who 

perceived themselves as very motivated, motivated or somewhat 

motivated to address racial injustice in our society had declined. In fact, 

as shown in Figure 5, since prior to the pandemic until mid-June of 

2020 there was a 100% increase of Christians who answered “Not at all 

motivated” to address racial injustice in our society. Yet, the Bible 

critiques such apathy. 1 John 4:20 states, “If anyone says, ‘I love God’, 

but hates his brother, he is a liar, for whoever does not love a brother 

whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen.” It is fairly 

easy to see that the survey results shown in Figure 4 actually reveal 

either a lack of self-awareness, or a lack of real Christian spiritualty. 

Therefore, rather than presume that there was an increase of true piety, 

the opposite is reflected in the data.  

 

 

 Figure 5   

Returning to what Dr. King said, Christian ministers should 

indeed have depth in their Christian conviction, and should be sincere 

and demonstrate intelligence. The data presented showed that there was 

probably a lack of these traits in today’s Christian leadership in the 

United States. That is one of the reasons that it is so important to look 

towards leaders that history has proven to have been exemplary in 

dealing with adverse circumstance, such as these four exemplary ladies. 

In the next chapter we will see how they were deemed worthy of such 

an esteemed title as “Doctor of the Church” by the Roman Catholic 

denomination. Their reputations even exposed the injustice of the 
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abhorrent prejudice against the female gender, a prejudice that is still 

prevalent in today’s Christianity. 

Understanding What “Doctors of the Church” Means 

In the Bible, the word “doctor” is the same as the word 

“teacher.” In Luke 2:46 in the King James Version it reads, “And it 

came to pass, that after three days they found him in the temple, sitting 

in the midst of the doctors, both hearing them, and asking them 

questions.” The word doctor in this verse was rendered in the original 

text διδάσκω (didaskalos), which means “teacher” in Greek. Ephesians 

4:11, in one of the most traditional Portuguese translations of the Bible, 

the Almeida Corrigida Fiel, translates the Greek word διδάσκω 

(didaskalos) as “doutores” (doctors) instead of “professores”(teachers). 

The same verse in Latin reads, “et ipse dedit quosdam quidem 

apostolos quosdam autem prophetas alios vero evangelistas alios 

autem pastores et doctores.” (Eph. 4:11 VUL) So, the Latin also 

renders διδάσκω (didaskalos) as “doctors,” if you translate into 

English. On the other hand, when the Bible refers to what we 

understand today as “medical doctor,” it is rendered as “physician.” For 

example, in Colossians 4:14 the apostle Paul refers to Luke as “the 

beloved physician” in the English Standard Version; “physician” is the 

English translation for the Greek ἰατρὸς (iatros).    

Professor Elizabeth Dreyer, in her book Accidental Theologians: 

Four Women Who Shaped Christianity, explains that the title “Doctor 

of the Church” was given to those the Catholic Church deemed a saint 

and who had an outstanding way of interpreting and teaching Scripture 

and Christian doctrine. She also states that, “the term ‘Doctor of the 

Church’ first came into use between 400 and 600 C.E. It was associated 

with illustrious figures, mostly bishops, from the early Church, such as 

Athanasius, Basil, Ambrose, and Augustine.”
316

 

Therefore, following the biblical Latin translation of 

didaskalos, the Catholic Church designates the title “Doctors of the 

Church” to Christians proven to be someone whose teaching had 

historically greatly impacted the Church. The three requisites for the 

title of Doctor of the Church were a holy life, importance and 

orthodoxy of writings, and official recognition by the Catholic Church. 

As of now, there are thirty-six people considered Doctors of the 

Church from the Catholic perspective. Of that thirty-six, only four are 

women: Teresa of Avila, Catherine of Siena, Thérèse of Lisieux, and 

Hildegard of Bingen. From a Protestant perspective, there could be an 
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inclination to be dismissive towards the bureaucratic hoops the Catholic 

denomination uses when selecting persons from the body of Christians 

in Church history on whom to bestow the right to be considered a 

doctor. We may view this denomination as old fashioned for setting 

apart only a few members to be considered in such high esteem, 

historically speaking. One may be of this opinion, for example, because 

of the understanding that everyone who has the Holy Spirit carries the 

possibility of meritorious achievements. That could be a valid 

perspective, but also, ultimately, a very hypocritical one. For example, 

take into consideration the Protestant church which, while not formally 

sanctioning individuals for emulation, does hold up only a few people 

in history as persons whose knowledge and impact are so weighty that 

they are deemed deserving of reverence. In addition, they are all male. 

Augustine of Hippo, Thomas Aquinas, John Calvin, Jonathan Edwards, 

John Wesley, Charles Spurgeon, and Martin Luther are some examples 

of “informal” Doctors of the Church. Not one woman is viewed with 

the same notoriety among them, from a historical perspective. 

Therefore, although only thirty-six are considered for honor in the 

Catholic tradition, the fact that there is a list of clear qualifications for 

receiving the honor of “Doctor” seems more democratic than having 

none, and a female representation of eleven percent in the group, better 

than no representation at all.  

After almost two thousand years, there was a significant 

change while Pope John Paul II was head of the Catholic Church. In 

1970, he recognized not one but two female saints as Doctors of the 

Catholic Church, Teresa of Avila and Catherine of Siena. Pope John 

Paul not only championed female rights in the Church, he made sure to 

respect their individuality by requesting that the confirmation of the 

honor not take place on the same day, but rather, they each had their 

own special date and place in church history. With that, Teresa of Avila 

was recognized as Doctor of the Church on September 27, 1970, 

followed by Catherine of Siena on October 4 of that same year. Pope 

John Paul also recognized Thérèse of Lisieux as a Doctor on October 

19, 1997. Later, although he was only head of the Catholic 

Church from 2005 to 2013, Pope Benedict XVI was the one to 

rightfully recognize the fourth female Doctor of the Church, 

Hildegard of Bingen. Although she was the last on this list, she 

was the earliest to appear in church history, having been born in 

1098 and dying in 1179. 
Besides the fact of their gender, there is another point that 

characterizes these four women altogether, and that is the fact that in 

their own time they dealt with most of the types of problems we are 

dealing with today. Daniel’s verse which opens this chapter states that 
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those who are learned and instruct many to justice should shine bright 

for all eternity. Following this concept, this paper sheds light on these 

four women who were a beacon of knowledge in their time, and who 

should continue to shine bright today for our own benefit.  

 

Hildegard of Bingen and Her Teachings on Science 

Hildegard of Bingen – Her Life 

 A lovely description of the early years of Hildegard of Bingen 

came from the monk Godfrey, from Disibodenberg, who acted as 

Hildegard’s secretary and provost to the Rupertsberg’s nuns. In his first 

book titled, Vita Sactae Hildegardis (Life of St Hildegard), he portrays 

her as follows:   

 

When Henry, fourth of that name, ruled the Holy Roman 

Empire, there lived in hither Gaul a virgin famed equally for 

the nobility of her birth and her sanctity. Her name was 

Hildegard. Her parents, Hildebert and Mechthilde, although 

wealthy and engaged in worldly affairs, were not unmindful of 

the gifts of the Creator and dedicated their daughter to the 

service of God. For when she was yet a child she seemed far 

removed from worldly concerns, distanced by a precocious 

purity (Vita, Bk 1).
317

 

From an aristocratic family, Hildegard of Bingen was born in 

Bermersheim, Germany, in the summer of 1098. Her father was a 

soldier for the Count of Sponheim, and her mother a noblewoman.
318

 

Being their tenth child, Hildegard was offered as a tithe to the Lord 

and, at around eight years of age, was sent to live in the hermitage of 

Jutta of Sponheim to begin her wholly dedicated life to the Lord.
319

 The 

author of the book Women of Hope: Doctors of The Church, Terry 

Polakovic, explains that “this practice, also called an oblation, was 

popular among well-to-do religious families, even those who had fewer 

children.”
320
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The hermitage later became a monastery under the direction of 

Jutta of Sponheim, the abbess. It was located near the Benedictine 

monastery of St. Disibod.
321

 Hildegard received her veil as a 

Benedictine in her mid-teens. For the next several years, the monastery 

grew in fame and numbers.  

In her book Hildegard of Bingen: The Woman of Her Age, 

Fiona Maddocks explains that there is a likelihood that Hildegard 

served as some sort of apprentice in Godfrey of Disibodenberg’s 

infirmary when she was young, helping to treat not only the sick, but 

also the blind, the lame, the deaf, and the old. She points out that 

Hildegard’s book Causae et Curae “has an extensive account of the 

appropriate use of bloodletting, the various methods, the illnesses the 

practice can treat and the suitable age or condition of patients on whom 

it is to be enacted.”
322

  

In 1136, at thirty-eight years old, Hildegard was elected abbess 

after Jutta’s death. Throughout her life, she demonstrated a unique and 

profound spirituality. Hildegard lived during a great theological 

movement: the ancient monastic contemplative tradition.
323

 She 

describes receiving her prophetic calling when she was forty-two years 

old and seven months of age, in the year of 1141.
324

 Sabina Flanagan, in 

her book Hildegard of Bingen: A Visionary Life, explains regarding the 

prophetic calling that “there were both biblical and early Christian 

precedents for the role of female prophet. Moreover, a woman could be 

a prophet without upsetting the perceived natural order, since no 

particular attribute of her own were required, except, possibly, 

humility.”
325

 Therefore, it would not have been out of the ordinary for a 

woman to understand her role as prophet in the church at that time.  

From a young age, Hildegard had visions. There came a time 

when she experienced a call to write down her visions and to use them 

for the reformation of the Church. In that same year she began writing 

her work titled Scivias. Barbara Newman, author of the book Visions: 

The Life and Music of Hildegard of Bingen, explains: 

 

Scivias consists of three books, each made up a series of 

visions – six, seven, and thirteen, respectively. In each case, 

Hildegard first describes her vision and then presents an 

exegesis delivered, she says, by a ‘voice from heaven’ 

(formulas such as ‘And I heard a voice from heaven saying to 
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me …’ mark the passage in the text from vision to explication). 

Her themes are many: the Trinity, the creation, the fall of 

Lucifer and the subsequent fall of Adam, the Incarnation, evil 

and temptation, the church and its sacraments, the work of the 

Holy Spirit, wisdom viewed as human knowledge illuminated 

by faith, the steps by which man will be saved, and the last 

Judgement.
326

 

In 1150, Hildegard wrote the books Physica (Natural History) 

and Causae et Curae  (Causes and Cures). Polakovic, in her book 

previously cited, Women of Hope, explains that being true to the 

Benedictine tradition of giving aid and comforting the sick, Hildegard 

was determined to help care for the many sick and afflicted that came to 

the monastery for assistance. She then started cataloging their illnesses, 

their cures, their treatment, and all the medications and herbs used. 

Polakovic also points out that: 

The Middle Ages was a time of taxonomy. Europe was beset 

with a desire to classify, to make lists of things and group them 

in the worlds, and to order than like an index of the book of 

Creation…this was not empirical science but the necessary 

gathering of data which precedes it. Hildegard was as assiduous 

as any in her desire to catalogue, to comprehend, to control.
327

 

Her love of God, people, and the church were displayed 

throughout her life. Besides her attentiveness toward physical health, 

she also pursued the means by which she could help regarding spiritual 

health and holiness. One area of constant attention was her efforts made 

toward church reform. Elizabeth A. Dryer, in her book Accidental 

Theologians: Four Women Who Shaped Christianity, writes, “She made 

the Church the object of her extensive reforming efforts, speaking out 

against greed, dissent, and power struggles.”
328

 She lived a very long 

life, passing away at the age of eighty-one at a time when life 

expectancy was half of that. 

Hildegard of Bingen and Science 

There is a holistic aspect to our existence as human beings. The 

body, the mind, and the spirit are all interconnected whereby one 
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always affects the other, for good or for bad. Hildegard took a holistic 

approach in all of her service for the Lord. Her encounter with and 

interest in science and medicine developed out of a pure willingness to 

help others in any way she could. However, she was fully aware that 

the Lord was the driving force of healing each step of the way. The 

impressive body of work she accomplished is duly noted. We should 

also consider that in those days, a woman reaching such social and 

religious status was disproportionally a more difficult achievement than 

in today’s society. Gloria Hutchinson, in her book A Retreat with 

Gerard Manley Hopkins and Hildegard of Bingen: Turning Pain into 

Power, writes, “While Hildegard lived during a renaissance in learning, 

a time when the arts and science were flourishing, she and other women 

were denied access to a university education…Yet she wrote such 

scientific handbooks as the Book of Simple Medicine (or Physica) and 

the Book of Compound Medicine (or Causes and Cures).”
329

 Her first 

work, “Scivias, is a Latin form of expression that stands for the Trilogy, 

Scito Vias Domini, or Know the Ways of the Lord, Liber Vitae 

Meritorun (The Book of Life’s Meritis) and Liber Divinorum Operum 

(The Book of Divine Works).”
330

 In Hildegard’s ministry life science 

and holiness were so intertwined that “even before Scivias was 

finished, word of Hildegard’s wisdom and holiness had spread far and 

wide.”
331

   

                Fiona Maddocks, in her book previously cited, explains that 

“she gave practical, rather than specifically Christian advice, by letter 

and in person, on an extensive range of medical and physiological 

problems. Her works, including the visionary texts as well as the non-

theological writings, offer opinions on an array of matters physical and 

biological.”
332

 This wide range of works gave Hildegard’s voice and her 

perspective a platform not only in the field of science and spirituality 

but also theology. Polakovic describes that “Hildegard was a sensation 

wherever she preached. Laity and clerics alike packed the cathedrals to 

hear her rail against the corruption in the Church and prophesize[sic] 

about the end times. She was always firm in calling priests to be 

faithful, to turn away from abuses, and to focus on teaching the 

message of Jesus Christ.”
333

 

               Hildegard is so important to our contemporary context 

because she exemplifies the bridging of the chasm between Christian 
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faith and spirituality and science. Maddocks stated that, “Hildegard’s 

pragmatism, whether steeped in science and biology or not, can never 

be divorced from her theology. In her mind, they sprang from the same 

visionary and prophetic source.”
334

  

The Word of God does not change, and theological principles 

are a sturdy place we can stand on despite the constant change in the 

world around us. Hildegard’s theology and spirituality can and should 

be a source of hope in today’s society. Moreover, one of the most 

incredible things about Hildegard’s ministry is her account of her 

scientific teachings. The scientific field is always evolving with new 

discoveries of methods to help prevent or treat illness making a lot of 

past practices obsolete. However, a lot of her teaching still holds true to 

this day. For example, Maddocks, in her book, also gives an account of 

the fact that “two German doctors recently constructed an entire 

pseudo-scientific curative theory based on Hildegard’s teachings, with 

treatments in the form of syrups, oils, salves, powders and teas for a 

range of conditions from breast cancer, AIDS and heart disease to 

halitosis and morning sickness.”
335

 Even though Hildegard lived 

hundreds of years prior the discovery of cancer, “they argue that her 

account of cancer, including the pre-cancerous stages of the disease, is 

wholly in keeping with modern scientific knowledge.”
336

 

Another intersection of her scientific view with today’s 

scientific understanding that we see is “her notion that all illness stems 

from a single cause rather than an array of different ones has been 

compared with the holistic approach of alternative medicine today.”
337

 

She also taught regarding fasting and abstinence, Christian practices 

that were often abused in those days, writing, “Do not lay on more 

strain than the body can endure. Immoderate straining and abstinence 

bring nothing useful to the soul.” Hildegard Von Bingen advocated a 

balanced diet, sufficient rest, alleviation of stress, and a wholesome 

moral life.
338

 

Regarding science, more specifically social science, Hildegard 

is also responsible for another important ground-breaking approach. 

Although our perception of today’s society and of social science differs 

much from the perspectives of a theologian from the medieval era, 

nonetheless, her knowledge of female reproduction and women in 
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general are impressive. “Hildegard was the first woman to write 

reflectively about women in the plan of God.”
339

 And “in addition to all 

her other laurels, these scientific writings have led her to be called the 

first woman doctor and the first woman scientist.”
340

 

 

Thérèse of Lisieux and Her Teachings on Health 

 

Thérèse of Lisieux – Her Life 

 Marie Françoise Thérèse Martin, later known as Thérèse of 

Lisieux, born on January 2nd of 1873, was the ninth and youngest child 

of two very religious parents, Zélie Guérin and Luis Martin. Before 

marriage, both parents had tried to join religious communities but had 

been rejected. Out of their nine children, four passed away during 

infancy, which included their only two sons. Nonetheless, they decided 

to give God their five surviving daughters: Pauline, Marie, Leonie, 

Celine and Thérèse. Being brought up with sanctity in mind, they were 

aware of the constant battle between good and evil, and the great 

human drama of separation from God through sin. Therefore, the 

essence of their lives revolved around closing the gap of this separation 

through suffering, obedience, and good deeds.
341

  

In 1877, after the passing of her mother, Thérèse, at the age of 

four, moved with her entire family to Lisieux, the same town of her 

father’s brother Isidore. The death of her mother was the most 

impactful event of her life. Thérèse’s grief was so debilitating that she 

suffered headaches, trembling, and was often in a semi-comatose state. 

The sense of orphanhood was so unbearable to her that she elected her 

older sister Pauline as her new mother, often referring to her as such.
342

   

At nine years old, in 1882, Thérèse encountered another 

difficult time in her life. Pauline, her beloved sister and adoptive 

mother, departed to Carmel, the Carmelite convent in Lisieux, which 

led Thérèse to suffer a complete nervous breakdown. The long period 

that she suffered, from December 1882 to May 1883 required that she 

abandon school and stay at home to be nursed by her older sisters.
343

 

For Thérèse, her emotional and then physical illnesses had two sources 

which were, “the mental and emotional strain she endured in losing 

Pauline which, in a sense, aggravated the yet unhealed wound inflicted 
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by the death of her mother; and the anger of the devil over the harm 

that her family would cause him.”
344

 

In her autobiography, The Story of a Soul, Thérèse describes 

three distinct periods of her life before her departure to Carmel. Period 

one was life before her mother’s death, from birth until four. Period two 

was “the most painful years of my life,” described as the years from the 

age of four until fourteen years old. Period three were the years before 

Carmel. And here she describes that although she was still crying a lot, 

on a Christmas night in 1886, she received a grace that completely 

changed her character, referring to it as her “conversion.”
345

  

One year later she decided to enter Carmel early, but received 

from the male Carmelite General the information that twenty-one was 

the appropriate age. On that same year, Thérèse, her father, and her 

aunt went on a European Tour. They visited Paris, Milan, Venice, 

Padua, Bologna, Loreto, and then reached Rome, Thérèse had 

formulated a plan to personally ask the pope to help felicitate her entry 

to Carmel. The audience with the pope was on their last day in Rome. 

Although instructed to not address the pope, but only to kiss his floor, 

his hand, and then receive his blessings, Thérèse clung to the pope’s 

hands asking him to intervene on her behalf. Nevertheless, she received 

just a non-committal murmur about God’s will before being pulled 

away by the guards. Back home, after much more begging and 

finagling, she finally entered Carmel on 9 April 1888 at the age of 15 

years old. 
346

 Therefore, Thérèse joined her sisters Pauline and Marie at 

Carmel. After her father’s death in 1894, her sister Celine also joined 

them.
347

 By September 1890, Thérèse had received the Carmelite habit 

and her religious name of Thérèse of the Child Jesus and the Holy 

Face.
348

  

In December of 1891, around the same time her sister Pauline 

had become prioress, there was a bad flu epidemic in the Lisieux 

Carmel. Thérèse was one of the few who escaped and she relished the 

job of taking care of people. “She gradually abandoned her dreams of 

heroic suffering and discovered that it was here and now, in the 

ordinary everybody tasks and ordinary everyday relationships, that God 

was to be encountered. It was a question of attentiveness in each 

moment, and this was not the task of heroes, but of everybody.”
349

 In 
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1894, Pauline, now Mother Agnes, asked Thérèse to write an account 

of her childhood, and she began her autobiography, what would be 

known as A Story of a Soul. It was on the grounds of the important 

teachings in this publication that she was to receive the title of Doctor 

of the Church.  

In her own words, Thérèse describes what had happened to her 

on Thursday and Good Friday in 1896: “I returned to our cell, but I had 

scarcely laid my head upon the pillow when I felt something like a 

bubbling stream mounting on my lips. I didn’t know what it was, but I 

thought perhaps I was going to die and my soul was filled with joy…It 

seemed to me that it was blood I had coughed up.” The next morning, 

she was diagnosed with tuberculosis. However, instead of being 

frightened, she hoped soon to be with the One she loved in heaven. 

After eighteen months of suffering and going through the ultimate trial 

of faith, she died on September 30, 1897 at the age of twenty-four years 

old.
350

   

 

Thérèse of Lisieux and Health 

 

Thérèse of Lisieux struggled with her health throughout her 

whole life. Sometimes it dealt with her physical health, while at others 

times with her mental health. Sometimes she dealt with both at the 

same time. However, it is how she endured the trials in those phases of 

her life that brings hope to others. Readers have found in the life of this 

young girl an understanding of suffering as a means to glorify the Lord.  

The concept of willingly embracing suffering in our society 

today seams abhorrent. However, not only did Thérèse embrace it, but 

she reflected on suffering in a way that would connect her to her 

beloved Christ. Patricia O’Connor, in her book, Thérèse of Lisieux: A 

Biography writes, “Thérèse used no words abstractly. Redemption 

through suffering was as real to her as the face of Christ. ‘Through his 

wounds’ said Isaiah, ‘we are healed.’ Thérèse had shunned the 

mentality of those who gloried in harsh bodily penances. But the cross 

was no self-imposed punishment.”
351

 

As already reported, after the long period of trials during that 

period she called her most painful years, she would finally fulfil her 

dream of going to Carmel. However, soon after she arrived, she 

encountered a new set of pains and trials that most of the people around 

her never noticed. Frederik Miller, in his book The Trial of Faith of St. 
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Thérèse of Lisieux, presents Thérèse’s own words regarding the 

sufferings she came across when entering the Carmel: 

Jesus made me understand that it was through suffering that He 

wanted to give me souls, and my attraction for suffering grew 

in proportion to its increase. This was my way for five years; 

exteriorly nothing revealed my suffering which was all the 

more painful since I alone was aware of it. Ah! What a surprise 

we shall have at the end of the world when we shall read the 

story of souls! There will be those who will be surprised when 

they see the way through which my soul was guided!
352

  

 

             Her love of God and love of others brought joy to her. During 

the period of the flu epidemic of 1891, she was one of the few that did 

not get sick and was able to attend to others. During that period, she 

understood that she had to abandon every dream of heroic suffering, to 

instead embrace the holy trials the Lord provided for her. In her case, it 

was the opportunity to diligently attend to others and to help the sick.  

In her last illness, as soon as she noticed that something was 

wrong, her soul was glad, for she understood Paul’s famous words that 

“to live is Christ and to die is gain.” However, during the eighteen 

months prior to her death, a period that she points to as being a trial of 

her faith, she endures an unbelievable amount of pain. In the book 

Thérèse of Lisieux, Monica Furlong explains, “Alongside this act of 

self-surrender Thérèse’s long fascination with suffering had become 

manifest. Talking with her about her spiritual life, as Marie frequently 

did, Marie said to her one day that suffering was a path that she 

probably would not have to tread, that she ‘would always be carried 

like a little child in the arms of God’s mercy.’”
353

 The same author, 

explains also that, “she told the Prioress that she had never asked God 

for suffering, and that therefore it was up to Him to give her the 

strength to endure it. ‘It seems to me you are made for suffering,’ 

Mother Marie replied, truthfully enough, ‘Your soul is tempered for 

it.’”
354

  

One thing important to explain is that although there were 

sufferings, Thérèse never doubted God. “In spite of the constant 

distress it caused her, she continued to experience a deep inner peace. 

She realized that she could still give God pleasure in the humble 

acceptance of this darkness…In the midst of her trial, Thérèse doubted 
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neither the existence of God nor Christ’s love for her.”
355

 There were 

never frustrations towards God. Her spiritual life sustained her during 

her dark periods, since she stood on the assurance of the Word of God. 

Regarding her book, “less than two months before she died, Thérèse 

expressed her desire for the text to be published as soon as possible 

after her death. She sensed that the world, at the brink of the twentieth 

century, needed to hear the story of her experience of God’s mercy.”
356

 

Another important item to point out is the fact that although she 

understood the concept of suffering, and had inner peace, she indeed 

felt the pain. “In Thérèse’s writings, she indicates a suffering far deeper 

than that inflicted by her personal circumstances. This becomes 

painfully obvious as she endured the ‘trial of faith’.”
357

 She was never 

oblivious to her pain. For example, “on the day of her death, Thérèse 

exclaimed: ‘Never would I have believed it was possible to suffer so 

much. Never, never! I cannot explain this except by the ardent desires I 

have had to save souls.”
358

 However, she let the pain of her poor health 

transform her making her a more mature theologian. Dreyer, in her 

book Accidental Theologians writes, “At the end of her life, she was 

painfully transformed by a kind of stripping that tested her faith and led 

to her mature theological reflections.”
359

 

Thérèse shows through her writings and life a theology of 

suffering that instructs others on how to understand the correct biblical 

approach toward health, or the lack thereof, in a very practical way. As 

demonstrated, even after having traumatic experiences growing up and 

accepting her own suffering as a godly pathway towards God, she did 

not lack compassion toward the suffering of others. Even while 

believing in the power and the grace of God regarding miracle healings, 

faith did not prevent her from intentional and practical acts of service 

toward the sick. She did not deny the sickness around her, quite the 

contrary, it led her to understand that God was also in the act of daily 

serving and helping others.  

Christians today should not allow themselves to be stripped of 

their faith in the healing power of God. Nonetheless, this same faith 

should not be used as an excuse to not accept or to diminish the reality 

of a flu epidemic. Thérèse understood her role as a helper in the flu 

epidemic, being one of the few who had not fallen ill. In the 2020 flu 

pandemic, many Christian communities, instead of recognizing the 

opportunity to serve others by taking sanitary precautions that were 
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very well established and accepted for decades, chose to suddenly 

disregard the basic health code directives, potentially causing harm to 

many people. On the other hand, the crippling fear and urge toward 

self-preservation also caused some Christians to distance themselves, 

not only physically but also emotionally, from others.  

Thérèse’s life demonstrated resistance toward complacency and 

a balanced attitude about how we can choose to endure and accept our 

own suffering and yet be ready and willing to help when those in the 

society around us are going through suffering, such as during a flu 

epidemic. Thérèse put into practice what James writes in 2:18, showing 

her faith through her actions towards others. 

 

Catherine of Siena and Her Teachings on Politics 

 

Catherine of Siena– Her Life 

 

             On March 25, 1347, Catherine Benicasa and her twin sister 

Giovanna were born in Siena to a prosperous family. They were the 

twenty-fourth and twenty-fifth children, however soon after, her sister 

Giovanna died. Catherine grew up in a very challenging time for the 

Church and the world. The papacy had moved to Avignon, after which, 

from 1348 on, Italy and Europe were devasted by the Black Death. It is 

believed that at least one or two-thirds of Europe’s population had died 

because of it. In her own house, tragedy also struck. Even before the 

Black Death, as many as half of her siblings had died, but further 

tragedy haunted their household during the plague.
360

  

The terrible consequences of the plague on the Church would 

be most noticeable later on, when whole convents and monasteries had 

been wiped out and parishes left with very few members. The result of 

this was that less attention was paid to the quality of the candidates for 

ordinations or vows. Eager to replace lost religious and other clergy, 

church officials accepted even the most unsuitable ministers. “As 

Catherine was later to write Pope Gregory XI, the clergy were like 

‘demons incarnate’ destroying the Church with their corruption.”
361

  

Nonetheless, Catherine had a very joyful childhood until the 

age of six, when she had a vision of Jesus wearing a papal tiara. Since 

then, she became more austere, praying, and even avoiding food. Later, 

Catherine, demonstrating an incredible sense of self-possession and 

independence, refused to marry, regardless of her mother’s efforts. 

However, she absolutely refused to become a nun. In her mid-teens she 

continued to deprive herself of food, and spent hours and hours in total 
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seclusion in her room totally devoted to prayer. During that time the 

foundations of her extraordinary life of prayer were laid.
362

 

After much prayer, Catherine received a vision from the Lord 

showing the habit of the sisters of Penance of St. Dominic while a 

voice said, “Sweetest daughter, take courage and fear no obstacle, for 

you will undoubtedly put on this habit, as is your wish.”
363

 When she 

reached twenty-one years old, Catherine, guided by the Lord, left 

seclusion and started to demonstrate her love for God by loving others. 

One of the greatest contributions to Christian spirituality made by 

Catherine was the recognition of the truth that the love of God and the 

love of neighbor are inseparable, and that they increase or decrease 

proportionally.
364

  

Catherine then started to acquire followers of all ages and 

social status. They joined Catherine in her charitable activities and 

prayers. Some served as her scribes. She considered them as her 

spiritual family. Polakovic’s book presents a testimony by Father 

Raymond on the subject. He writes, 

 Catherine was accompanied by a great number of men and 

women. There would have been many more too if she had not 

stopped them. Those who went with her put themselves in the 

hand of God’s providence by voluntary poverty, preferring to 

go on pilgrimage with the virgin and beg for their food rather 

than stay home where they lacked for nothing – except that 

they would have been deprived of her sweet and wholesome 

company.
365

   

 

Between the years 1377 and 1378, Catherine dictated what 

would become her book titled The Dialogue of Divine Providence, also 

known as The Dialogue. “In the prose of the Dialogue… An erudite 

person will find reminders of popular writings and stories current at 

that time, like paraphrases of St. Paul and St. Augustine and spiritual 

writers of the Middle Ages, just as, for the matter, in the discourses of 

our Lord related by the Evangelist there are paraphrases and reminders 

of the Old Testament.”
366
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The book consists of conversations she had with the Lord. It is 

not a systematic work; however, it does represent something of a 

synthesis of her teaching, and a framework for her actions regarding 

Church reform.
367

 As Polakovic affirmed, Catherine’s political and 

ecclesial activities were a large part of the final six years of her life, 

until her death at the age of thirty-three. The holy desire for unity in the 

Church was her clear motive. 
368

  

 

Catherine of Siena and Politics 

 

In 1374 at the age of twenty-seven, she traveled to Florence, 

and in the same year Pope Gregory XI requested her prayers regarding 

the Church’s unity and subsequently his leadership on that subject. 

Soon after, she found herself a participant trying to resolve some of the 

most complex political problems.
369

 Capua writes, “Only when the 

peace pacts had been made public did Catherine return home, and then 

she applied herself with all diligence to compiling the book which she 

dictated in her native tongue under the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit.”
370

  

 In the book Speaking with Authority: Catherine of Siena and 

the Voices of Women Today, Mary Catherine Hilkert writes, “Without 

the appropriate education or titles, she authored letters that changed 

people’s lives and became classics of Italian literature. The theological 

and mystical classic for which she has been recognized as Doctor of 

Wisdom reflects the riches of the tradition, but also adds new insights 

to that same tradition.”
371

 In her same book, Hilkert gives us a little 

sample of Catherine’s voice: “‘The wretches’ she declares, ‘appointed 

to govern the city (but who can’t even govern themselves) often turn 

away to keep from seeing when poor men and women are being 

robbed; they give them not a bit of justice but turn away lest those 

deprived of justice should receive it.’”
372

  

That is similar to the point made by Paul Murray, author of the 

book Saint Catherine of Siena: Mystic of Fire, Preacher of Freedom, 

when he states, “Catherine could see that people occupying seats of 

power in her own city had sadly become slaves to their need for money 

and high position. Allowing themselves to be ‘tainted by human 
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flattery,’ they failed again and again to bring to justice individuals of 

worldly influence known to have committed an offence.”
373

      

Suzanne Noffke, author of the book Catherine of Siena – Vision 

Through a Distant Eye, addressing Catherine’s influence regarding 

leadership wrote, “Catherine in her loving honesty and honest love 

would listen, but she expected those in authority to listen as well.” 

Then she explains the distinction between Christ and the Church for 

Catherine, by saying, “that the Church is ‘Christ on earth’ not in any 

absolute authority but in all that the mission of Christ implies. Since all 

things – including authority- must be relative to that mission, she could 

not absolutize much that others seemed to make absolute even in the 

name of Christ.”
374

  

Another example of the range of political influence Catherine 

had can be seen in the letters below addressed to Pope Gregory XI; The 

King of France and to the Eight of War Chosen by the Commune of 

Florence: 

Letter to Pope Gregory XI 

Alas, what confusion is this, to see those who ought to be a 

mirror of voluntary poverty, meek as lambs, distributing the 

possessions of Holy Church to the poor: and they appear in 

such luxury and state and pomp and worldly vanity, more than 

if they had turned them to a world a thousand times! On the 

contrary, many seculars put them to shame who live a good 

and holy life. But it seems that Highest and Eternal Goodness 

is having that done by force which is not done by love; it seems 

that He is permitting dignities and luxuries to be taken away 

from His Bride, as if He would show that Holy Church should 

return to her first condition, poor, humble, and meek as she was 

in that holy time when men took note of nothing but the honor 

of God and the salvation of souls, caring for spiritual things 

and not for temporal.
375

 

 

Letter to the King of France 

The other matter is, that you maintain holy and true justice, let 

it not be ruined, either for self-love or for flatteries, or for any 
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pleasing of men. And do not tacitly consent at your officials 

doing injustice for money, and denying right to the poor: but be 

to the poor a father, a distributer of what God has given you. 

And seek to have the faults that are found in your kingdom 

punished and virtue exalted. For all this pertains to the divine 

justice to do.
376

  

 

Therefore I beg you, and will that you follow Christ crucified, 

and love your neighbor’s salvation: proving that you follow the 

Lamb, who for hunger for His Father’s honor and the salvation 

of souls chose bodily death. So do you, my lord! Care not if you 

lose from your wordly substance; for loss will be gain to you, 

provided that you can reconcile your soul with your brother.
377

 

 

Letter to the Eight of War Chosen by the Commune of 

Florence, at Whose Instance the Saint went to Pope XI 

 

But I complain strongly of you, if it is true what is said in these 

parts, that you have imposed a tax upon the clergy. If this is so, 

it is a very great evil for two reasons. The first is that you are 

wronging God by it, for you cannot do it with a good 

conscience…So I tell you that you would never reach an 

effective peace, unless by perseverance in humility, no longer 

insulting or offending the ministers and priests of Holy 

Church…For beside the evil I spoke of that comes from 

wronging God, I tell you that such action is ruin to your peace. 

For the Holy Father, if he knew it, would conceive greater 

indignation against you.
378

  

 

Teresa of Ávila and Her Teachings on Spirituality 

 

Teresa of Ávila - Her Life 

 

On March 28 1515, Teresa de Cepeda y Ahumada was born to a 

fairly wealth and aristocratic family. Married at the age of fifteen, her 

mother had ten children before she died at the age of thirty-three. Right 

after her mother’s death, she was sent to a convent boarding school. 

There she developed a series of strange illnesses that would accompany 

her for decades.
379

  Mary T. Malone writes, “The first forty years of her 
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life were plagued by mysterious illnesses, including, at one stage, three 

years of paralysis.”
380

 

At the age of twenty-two, in 1537, Teresa professed as a 

member of Carmel, similar to Thérèse. At this time in Spain, there were 

various levels of devotion and carelessness. Teresa concluded that, in 

order to preserve her own spiritual life, constant prayer and poverty 

should be the hallmarks of the Carmelite life.
381

 All her life, Teresa was 

disappointed with the lack of worthy spiritual guides, reporting several 

times of seasons in her own life when she had suffered through unwise 

counsel. However, at the age of thirty-nine she came across Francisco 

de Osuna’s book, The Third Spiritual Alphabet, and experienced a total 

religious conversion. She learned the art of recollection and of passive 

prayer, making them the bedrock of her spiritual life.
382

 

At the age of forty-seven, in 1562, Teresa founded her first 

reformed Carmelite house, the monastery of St. Joseph in Avila, and 

also wrote The Book of Her Life, her first book. Because of it, Teresa 

became famous across Europe among those who were searching for 

guidance in their spiritual life. Soon after, in 1565, she wrote the book 

The Way of Perfection. Then in 1573, she followed with The Book of 

Her Foundations.
383

  

In her book previously cited in chapter three, Polakovic writes 

that, “Teresa’s written legacy also includes the Constitutions for her 

Carmelite Sisters, as well as ‘Spiritual Testimonials,’ soliloquies, 

poems, and a brief treatise, ‘On Making the Visitation,’ making Teresa 

one of the most prolific of the Doctors of the Church.”
384

 Polakovic 

also informs the reader that “during her lifetime, she wrote about 

fifteen thousand letters, of which fewer than five hundred are 

preserved. All of her letters were written in her distinct, firm, and well-

defined handwriting on sheets of folded paper with ‘THS’ at the top. 

She signed them with her religious name, ‘Teresa of Jesus’.”
385

 

In the book The 33 Doctors of the Church, there is a testimony 

from Sister Mary of St Joseph, Teresa’s contemporary, which reads, 

“God had given us a woman Doctor, graduated from the school of the 

Holy Spirit, in which this great Teresa became so wise that I hope she 

will be famous and great in the Church of God, not only on account of 

her life, but also for the doctrine she left in writing.”
386
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As observed in the life of the other doctors, there is always a 

connection between prayer and acts of service. “The prayer expert, 

however, sees things in better relationship to one another because his 

close union with the Creator gives him a better overall view of creation 

and the division of knowledge into the various fields of study.”
387

 

Another point that prayer life seems to show is a humble simplicity as a 

trait. “Teresa always took the side of the ordinary people against what 

she called the ‘learned men’. This is a remarkable trait of so many 

women saints and mystics. As the ‘learned men’ emphasize the rarity of 

God’s gifts, the women welcome all – women and men – to enter the 

way of perfection, and provide the ingredients for following this 

life.”
388

 The guidance we receive from this inclusive aspect of her 

teaching is important for today’s society.  

 

Teresa of Ávila & Spirituality 

 

“Whoever claims to love God yet hates a brother or sister is a liar. For 

whoever does not love their brother and sister, whom they have seen, 

cannot love God, whom they have not seen.”  

1 John 4:20 (NIV)  

 

Sometimes there is a false perception that one must choose 

between spirituality and reason. Quite the contrary, the Bible always 

reminds us that we must be reasonable within our own professed faith. 

Elizabeth Dreyer, featured above in Ch. Two, explains, “But we would 

be wrong to conclude that the use of rigorous logic and reason is not 

required for doing theology. While one theologian emphasizes logic 

and another the affections (both of which are subject to error and 

excess), no authentic theology can be devoid of head or heart.”
389

 
The contemplative life, or a consistent prayer life, leads a 

person to one place only, to the service of others. While a greater union 

with God can be cultivated and lived outside a monastery or secret 

place, the service of other does require that we became physically 

available to others. The same way Jesus, God the Son, made himself 

physically available, we must follow the same guidelines.   

Besides the virtue of service, the other important issue to 

address regarding Christian spirituality is the false notion that a robust 

spiritual and prophetic life is somehow disconnected or in opposition to 

theology. The truth is, only through theology, can one have a robust 
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spiritual life, otherwise how does one to discern the voice of God? 

Rengers explains, “True mystical knowledge is a challenging frontier 

for our age. It is not, as some might think, something separated from all 

other kinds of knowledge. Rather, it integrates all other knowledge. It is 

not something for just a few. Rather, many, if they cooperate with 

God’s grace, can dispose themselves for it.”
390

 

In the book The Way of Perfection by Teresa of Àvila, she 

writes, “Therefore, sisters, practice mental prayer, and if you cannot 

manage that, then vocal prayer, reading, and the colloquies with God 

which I will teach you later on. Never give up your hours of prayer: 

you do not know when the bridegroom will summon you, and you 

might share the fate of the foolish virgins.”
391

   

 

Conclusion 

 

              In the book Political Writings by Augustine, Ernest L. Fortin 

writes in its introduction that, “Some regimes are obviously superior to 

others but nothing suggests that any of them will ever be able to fulfill 

our deepest longings.”
392

 Regardless of which political party presides in 

the United States, or any other nation, there will always be an 

enormous gap between the need of a society in a socio-economic 

perspective and the necessities provided by the Lordship of Jesus in 

one’s life. Dr. Fortin also explains that, 

Christianity as Augustine understands it does indeed provide a 

solution to the problem of human life, but it is not a solution 

that is attainable in and through political society. Like that of 

the classical philosophers, it remains nonpolitical or, better 

still, transpolitical. To have made this point clear for the first 

time is arguably Augustine’s most precious contribution to the 

political theology of the West.
393

 

 

By defining it as transpolitical, Fortin shows the fundamental 

tension Augustine navigated through his clear view of what a 

Christian’s role in every situation, including politics. There is the 

understanding that the ultimate solution to the issue will not and cannot 
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be attainable by human efforts. Therefore, although it is important for 

each Christian to act in society according to Christ's teachings, one 

should understand that politics, or any other realm in society, will never 

produce the perfect solution for human problems. As an example, we 

all know that until Christ returns, people will still be sick and still die, 

regardless of what a Christian, physician or not, may do, but that does 

not mean that Christians should not be physicians. In addition, nor are 

Christians excused for associating in any project they may encounter 

that goes against Christ's teachings. In the same way, politics should 

not be viewed as an ultimate solution, but that does not mean a 

complete lack of involvement with reasonable measures taken to lessen 

the suffering of a society. 

Catherine of Siena showed that there is a way to engage in 

politics. This is necessary for the common good of a society, and is 

possible without having to disassociate with the Word of God, much 

less use the Word of God as an instrument to fulfill one’s own personal 

desire. When a person focuses on a spiritual life, they will consequently 

be led to the area of service that they are most suited for. Although God 

does give physical means to improve in an aspect of our lives, He does 

also provide knowledge in an inexplicable way when a person has a 

personal and profound relationship with the Lord. All the doctors 

showed that the key to their brilliance in their field was favor from 

above.    

Another key drawn from the guidelines demonstrated in the 

lives of the doctors is patience. For example, “in Hildegard, we find a 

woman whose life combines aspects of the three other women Doctors. 

She spent over twenty years as a contemplative nun, until God called 

her to a more active life when she was thirty-eight years old. It is 

reasonable to think that in those thirty-eight years, God was silently 

preparing Hildegard for an adventure like no other.”
394

  

However, the contemplative life has, at some point, to move us 

toward the world around us. On this balance between the contemplative 

and service, one must make the right personal assessment or rather 

become disconnected from the Lord’s concerns. It is this relationship 

with the Lord first and foremost that will guide us regarding any 

subject. When we depend on receiving God’s guidance by means of a 

mediator, either a pastor or a Christian leader, we put ourselves in a 

position of vulnerability that can cost us even our faith. There is only 

one mediator, Jesus Christ. We may, and should, strive for union in the 

Church, but that should never replace cultivating our union with God. 

Malone says, “These women were not unaware of the ways of the 
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world, with perhaps the exception of Thérèse, but their lives were 

governed by the internal reality of their relationship with God.”
395

 

Dreyer, in her book Passionate Spirituality: Hildegard of 

Bingen and Hadewijch of Brabant, wrote, “For Christians, spirituality 

is understood in the context of a trinitarian God who creates, redeems, 

and sanctifies humanity in the context of a community – the people of 

God.” She then clarifies by saying, “By naming all aspects of life as 

potentially infused be the Spirit, we acknowledge that spirituality 

embraces all aspects of the person – body, mind, spirit - and all 

dimensions of existence – family, sexuality, business, politics, 

education, media, the earth, and so on. Christian spirituality is imbued 

with a sacramental consciousness that notices the presence pf God in 

and through all of creation.”
396

  

         Summing up the lives of the female doctors, church history, 

reveals that each one of them received recognition in one area more 

than others, but it is not a coincidence that they all experienced similar 

issues in their lives. They all passed through epidemics, plagues, and 

experienced illnesses; they each had to deal with politics either in 

government or on a smaller scale within their particular religious 

society. Above all, they each had a relationship with the Lord of total 

devotion, with an intimacy similar to that experienced in a marriage 

between the bride and the groom. Ultimately, their love for the Lord 

propelled them to help the society around them in a very practical way. 

Their lives and practical theology impacted many around them.   

They were all exceptional theologians, despite the fact that 

some of them did not have proper education or were even illiterate. As 

Dreyer said, “The importance of laity (especially women) doing 

theology cannot be stressed enough. While few of us are professional 

theologians, we are all called by baptism to study and reflect on our 

lives in the light of the Good News.”
397

  Responsibility is not solely laid 

upon pastors and teachers to know how to navigate life applying the 

teachings of the Bible in good and bad times, but that responsibility 

holds true for to every Christian. All of us, pastor, teacher, and layman 

or laywoman alike, are called to have the same relationship with God 

and to understand our daily Christian calling. The female Doctors of 

the Church, their lives and their teachings, have stood the test of time. 

In an era of so much distrust and false ideologies, learning from these 

established teachers from the past can also give us an extra layer of 
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protection so that we are not deceived, but rather, fulfill our own 

specific callings. 
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JESUS AND THE PHARISEES: LESSONS FOR TODAY 

Lori Ann Gionti 

Master of Arts in Biblical Studies Candidate 

 

Introduction 

In the New Testament world, various religious philosophies 

were embodied by the Jewish leaders and the Jewish people. Three of 

the more prominent religious groups during this time were the Essenes, 

the Sadducees, and the Pharisees. Essenes lived separately in private 

communities
398

 and followed strict laws and standards to be admitted to 

and remain in the sect.
399

 Sadducees were very powerful in the temple 

system and were prominent among the Jewish ruling class– the 

Sanhedrin.
400

  

The Gospels record some details of the Essenes and the 

Sadducees, but the most mentioned religious group during the time of 

Jesus is the Pharisees. Pharisees, literally “separated ones”
401

 are 

portrayed as the most influential sect in Palestine in the early first 

century.
402

 The Pharisees were very concerned with faithfulness to the 

Torah as well as living a life with the highest level of sanctity and 

purity.
403

 In modern times, the Pharisees may now be best known for 

the conflicts and encounters that they had with Jesus as He became 

more and more prominent among the people during the time of His 

earthly ministry. 

The Gospel writers recorded many of these encounters between 

Jesus and the Pharisees. These interactions happened in various ways: 

(a) Pharisees who confronted Jesus with questions intended to stump or 

trick him, (b) Pharisees whom Jesus confronted or addressed publicly 

while shedding light on their hypocrisy and burdensome leadership, 

and (c) interactions between Jesus and Pharisees that were non-

confrontational. The purpose of this paper is to examine the scripture 
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passages that record those encounters and to formulate insights and 

lessons for today. 

First, this study will explore the history, beliefs, and 

positioning of the Pharisees in New Testament times. Next, encounters 

between Jesus and the Pharisees will be explored with a look at the 

settings, motives, and outcomes of these interactions. Insights and 

lessons for today will then be shaped and discussed from that closer 

look at those exchanges.  

 

The Pharisees 

Pharisees appear to derive their name from a Hebrew word that 

means “separated ones” 
404

 in the sense that they were very concerned 

with separating themselves from anything impure or unclean. Rather 

than physically separating themselves from society as the Essenes did, 

Pharisees lived this holy, separated life within their society.
405

 Their 

origins are somewhat unclear, but scholars theorize that they may have 

arisen from the Hasideans who emphasized knowledge and obedience 

to the law or from the post-exile era that also had a strong focus on 

following the law.
406

 The Pharisees believed that lay people should 

follow the same purity laws and rituals that were followed by the 

priests in the temples, and they were known for their ceremonial 

handwashing before all meals.
407

                                                                                                                         

The Pharisees are, perhaps, the most prominent religious group 

in the New Testament, and they had a reputation as “accurate 

interpreters of the law.”
408

 New Testament references seem to indicate 

that The Pharisees were an ubiquitous presence in New Testament 

times, especially around Jerusalem and in the temple. Many Pharisees 

had official religious roles as scribes and synagogue leaders.
409

 This 

prominence and this strictness of purity made the Pharisees influential, 

revered, and maybe feared, during New Testament times and during the 

ministry years of Jesus. 

 This notoriety causes the Pharisees to be mentioned nearly one 

hundred times in the New Testament.
410

 Most of these references are 

encounters with Jesus. The majority of those encounters are 

contentious, but some are positive. The next section will detail various 
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types of encounters that Jesus had with the Pharisees, as recorded by 

the Gospel writers. 

 

Gospel Accounts of Jesus with Pharisees 

The Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) as well as 

the Gospel of John all include references and stories about the 

Pharisees. According to New Testament scholar Donald E. Cook, the 

Pharisees are portrayed as the most significant opponents to Jesus and 

his ministry,
411

 thus the majority of these references detail negative or 

contentious interactions between the Pharisees and Jesus. Another 

group of these interactions record the rebukes by Jesus toward the 

Pharisees (including the “woes” in Matthew and Luke). There are even 

a few references about Pharisees that are positive and non-

confrontational. 

There are some Pharisee references that appear in only one 

Gospel account. However, many of these accounts parallel in more than 

one Gospel, tending to closely align with the same details. Some of 

these references mention the Pharisees as a single group, and some 

cross over with other groups (elders, scribes, chief priests, Sadducees, 

Herodians) in those same passages. Table 1 in the Appendix defines 

those additional religious designations to better understand their 

significance to the Pharisee scripture passages. 

 

Conflict Narratives 

The Pharisees often confronted Jesus and his disciples about 

not following strict religious rules regarding dietary practices and the 

Sabbath. The Pharisees also confronted Jesus after healings and, at 

other times, after not giving them the signs that they wanted to see. 

These “conflict stories” or “conflict narratives”
412

 appear in all of the 

Gospels and encompass a great deal of what is known about the 

Pharisees and their posture toward Jesus and His disciples.  

 

Dietary Laws and Cleanliness 

As previously discussed, the Pharisees were known for their 

strict adherence to rules and rituals regarding dietary cleanliness. Mark 

2 details a situation regarding the Pharisees’ concerns over table 

fellowship rules.  After Jesus called Levi (Matthew) to follow Him, 
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Levi hosted a feast.  Verses 15 – 16 record the Pharisees’ question to 

the disciples, “Why does he eat
 
with tax collectors and sinners?”

413
 The 

Pharisees are concerned that Jesus is fellowshipping with the low-class 

people (sinners) and even those who are hated by the Jews for cheating 

Jews out of their money for taxes (tax collectors like Levi).  Matthew 

9:9-13 relays this same account in a similar way, but adds Jesus’ 

additional response, “Go and learn what this means: I desire mercy and 

not sacrifice. For I didn’t come to call the righteous, but sinners” 

(Matthew 9:13). This additional statement is a direct reference to Hosea 

6:6, a scripture that Jesus knew the Pharisees would know. Matthew 

often cited scriptures known to the Jews in his Gospel.  

Luke portrays a similar account, but uses a slightly different 

term, “…and the Pharisees and their scribes grumbled at his disciples” 

(Luke 5:30).  According to the STEP Bible, the Greek  γογγύζω 

(gonguzō), translated grumbled in this passage means to “utter secret 

and sullen discontent and to express an indignant complaint.”
414

 It is 

interesting that the Pharisees seem to secretly complain to the disciples, 

yet Jesus knows what they were saying and answers them even though 

they did not ask him their question directly. 

 

Strict Observance of the Sabbath 

Another area of strict adherence for the Pharisees was properly 

observing the Sabbath.  Mark 3:1-6 details a healing that took place in 

the synagogue on the Sabbath. Jesus saw a man with a withered hand 

and asked the Pharisees, “Is it lawful to do good on the Sabbath?” 

(Mark 3:4). The Pharisees were silent, Jesus healed the man, and the 

Pharisees proceeded to plot with the Herodians to kill Jesus. Both 

Matthew and Luke record this interaction and include wording that the 

Pharisees were closely watching and trying to accuse Jesus  (Matthew 

12:10; Luke 6:7). Luke also writes that after Jesus healed the man, the 

Pharisees were “filled with rage” (6:11) and discussed what they could 

do to Jesus. 

Another incident about the strict observance of the Sabbath 

occurs in Mark 2.  Jesus and His disciples were going through 

grainfields, and the Pharisees saw the disciples picking some grain. The 

Pharisees ask Jesus “Why are they doing what is not lawful on the 

Sabbath?” (Mark 2:24).  Jesus reminds the Pharisees of a time that 

David was in need and ate something unlawful. Jesus then proclaimed 
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himself “Lord even of the Sabbath.” (Mark 2:28). Matthew (12:1-8) 

also tells of Jesus’ response about David and once again adds that Jesus 

referenced Hosea 6:6 as he did during the meal with Levi.  

 

Pharisees React to Miracles, Ask for a Sign, and Plot to Kill Jesus 

 The Gospels reveal the continued and heightened tension 

between Jesus and the Pharisees. John 9 details an account of a man 

who was born blind being healed by Jesus. That man and his parents 

were then interrogated by the Pharisees regarding whether or not he 

was actually blind, thus questioning the validity of an actual miracle.  

Matthew and Luke both detail the healing of a mute, demon-possessed 

man who was able to speak after Jesus cast out the demon. This time, 

the Pharisees did not question if that miracle occurred, rather they 

accused Jesus of “casting out devils through Beelzebub, the prince of 

devils” (Luke 11:15). 

 The Pharisees would witness the miracles performed by Jesus, 

find some way to discount them, and then ask Jesus for a “sign.”  

Matthew and Luke state that this was an attempt to “tempt” Jesus, thus 

baiting him into some type of performance that they could again 

discount or try to use against him (Matthew 16:1; Luke 11:16). Jesus 

refused and called them hypocrites for being able to discern the signs of 

the weather, but not the spiritual “signs of the times” (Matthew 16:2-4). 

These ongoing tensions continue, and they lead to the Pharisees’ 

ultimate desire -  plots to kill Jesus.  

 

 Jesus Rebukes the Pharisees (Woes) 

 Some of the contentious interactions between Jesus and the 

Pharisees ended with simply a short teaching or reminder, and 

sometimes they ended with a direct rebuke from Jesus to the Pharisees.  

Two longer narratives of rebukes are recorded in Matthew 23:1-39 and 

in Luke 11:37-54.  Because of the wording that Jesus used during these 

criticisms, these narratives are often referred to as The Woes of the 

Pharisees.
415

  In Matthew’s Gospel, these woes are recorded right after 

Jesus has a conflict with both the Sadducees and the Pharisees while he 

was teaching in parables. The timing of this discourse is after His 

triumphal entry into Jerusalem (Matt. 21:8-9), after He cleansed the 

temple of the money changers (Matt. 12-13), and after the religious 

elite challenged His authority (Matt. 21:23). The chief priests and 

Pharisees understood that these parables were teachings against them, 
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and this became a time of high confrontation. The rebukes that are 

issued in Matthew 23 address hypocrisy with illustrations about 

differences between what the Pharisees say and what the Pharisees 

actually do. Table 2 in the Appendix lists the details of the woes as 

recorded in Matthew 23 and Luke 11.  

In the Gospel of Luke, the woes are chronicled during accounts 

of Jesus teaching his disciples and then teaching to a wider crowd. 

Luke 11:14-16 contains a conflict narrative with the Pharisees after 

Jesus drove a demon out of a mute man. A Pharisee then asked Jesus to 

dine with him (Luke 11:37), a conflict about dietary rules arose, and 

Jesus pronounced the woes to the Pharisees as well as to the experts in 

the law. Similar to Matthew’s account, these woes issued rebukes for 

these religious elite who, teaching one thing, would yet doing another 

for their own benefit.  

 

Pharisees and Jesus in Non-Confrontational Exchanges 

Although the Pharisees are perhaps best known for 

confrontational exchanges with Jesus, not all portrayals of Pharisees in 

the New Testament are negative. As previously stated, the Pharisees are 

credited with preserving and teaching the Jewish laws and customs. 

Prior to severely rebuking their actions, Jesus did acknowledge the 

societal position of the Pharisees and endorsed their teachings (Matt 

23:1-3). Basically, Jesus seems to be affirming that the Pharisees 

correctly teach the Laws of Moses and have the authority to do so, but 

He is not endorsing their actual actions.  

Luke reports that while Jesus was teaching in Galilee, a group 

of Pharisees warned him to leave because Herod wanted to kill him. 

Jesus tells them to inform Herod that He plans to continue his healing 

work. (Luke 13:31-33). Other Pharisee interactions seem to start 

positive with an invite to a meal, then turn into a conflict after Jesus is 

confronted with something. These encounters may have been sincere 

attempts to spend time with Jesus or they could have been setups that 

Pharisees used to test or confront Jesus.  

Perhaps, the most well-known positive encounters that Jesus 

had with a Pharisee are the interactions with Nicodemus. Nicodemus 

first went alone and at night to see Jesus, possibly to avoid being seen 

(3:1-15). Later, Nicodemus diverted other Pharisees from trying to 

apprehend Jesus by citing their own laws (John 7:50), and after Jesus’ 

death, Nicodemus helped Joseph of Arimathea bury Jesus’ body (John 

19:39-42). Nicodemus’ willingness to be associated with Jesus seems 

to evolve over time.  

Table 3 in the Appendix contains a list of Bible references for 

the interactions between Jesus and the Pharisees. That Table includes 



187  

references based on the types of interactions discussed above, and they 

are displayed in a parallel style that cites the same interactions as they 

appear in the various Gospel accounts. In the next sections, insights 

from these interactions will be discussed. 

 

Discussion 

The conflict narratives discussed above are well known 

passages of scripture, and they are often cited as examples of Jesus’ 

criticism of the  Pharisees being arrogant, judgmental and hypocritical. 

These conflicts were so pronounced that Cook considers Jesus’ words 

to the Pharisees, “Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be 

taken away from you and given to a people producing its fruit“  

(Matthew 21:43) to be one of the “most cutting passages in the 

Gospel.”
416

 These passages may reveal more than just a difference of 

opinion, but also the deeper concept that Jesus would prioritize people 

above rules and traditions. He would heal on the Sabbath, He would 

dine with sinners who were considered unclean, and He would show 

mercy and kindness to those that the Pharisees viewed as outcasts. 

Agus Supratikno, Professor of Theology and Political Science in 

Indonesia, considers Jesus’ actions more than just mere defiance for the 

sake of a confrontation. Examining the biblical passages regarding the 

Pharisees through the lens of the nation-state theory, Supratikno 

identified that there is a “sharp difference between the national 

political vision of Jesus and the Pharisees regarding Israel’s national 

identity.”
417

 The Pharisees desired, even demanded, a national identity 

based on a separation necessary for ethnic and religious purity. Thus, 

the Pharisees marginalized and confronted any person or group that 

could potentially “contaminate”
418

 that desired holiness and purity. On 

the other hand, Jesus presented  and operated with a vision of “God’s 

compassion”
419

 and embraced those who were marginalized by the 

Pharisees.   

As discussed earlier, there are two accounts of a sustained 

rebuke from Jesus to the Pharisees known as The Woes. Andrew 

Simmonds, an attorney in New York, evaluated the wording and style 

of those woes from a legal-argument perspective. Simmonds noted that 

each woe begins with a positive statement immediately followed by a 
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negative statement.
420

 This, Simmonds reasons, is a strategy that Jesus 

used to have the Pharisees condemn themselves through their own 

words or actions.  Part of this strategy is to reveal that the Pharisees say 

one thing but actually do something different. Another part of that 

strategy is to front with the answer that Jesus knew the Pharisees would 

respond with. He had been in enough confrontations to know how they 

would try to push the rebuke back at Jesus. The Pharisees knew the 

right things to do, but they allowed their arrogance, their need for 

position, and their hypocrisy to blind them from receiving any truth 

from Jesus.   

As previously stated, among all of the confrontations between 

Jesus and the Pharisees, there are some positive interactions. Jesus’s 

affirmation of the societal position and teachings of the Pharisees in 

Matthew 23 is somewhat disputed in the scholarly community. While 

some view Jesus’ statement as irony, Noel Rabinowitz, Associate 

Professor of New Testament in Jerusalem, views this passage as an 

actual endorsement by Jesus that the Pharisees did in fact occupy the 

seat of Moses (another disputed topic that is not in the scope of this 

study) and that their teachings were not the problem. The problem was 

the way that the Pharisees had “Forsaken the greater commandments of 

justice, [and] mercy.”
421

 Kenneth Newport, Professor of Christian 

Thought and priest in the Church of England, supports this view of the 

legitimate leadership position of the Pharisees who were held in high 

esteem by the common people.
422

 So, even with legitimate authority, 

the general respect of the people, and the fact that Jesus acknowledged 

their position, the Pharisees still could not seem to lead with authentic 

and compassionate behaviors of their own.  

Conversely, Nicodemus appears to be an example of how a 

Pharisee with deep religious knowledge and privilege should have 

acted.  Steven Cox, Research Professor of New Testament and Greek, 

describes the arc of Nicodemus, “He sought truth and counsel with 

Jesus; he spoke out for Justice on behalf of Jesus; and he appeared to 

have remained a secret follower of Jesus when Jesus’ disciples had 

abandoned Him.”
423

 Nicodemus had seen the “signs” from Jesus, but 

unlike so many Pharisees around him, he recognized that those signs 
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came from God, and he knew that he needed to approach Jesus humbly 

for himself. 

 

Lessons and Implications for Today 

These insights into the Biblical accounts of Jesus and Pharisees 

create the opportunity to cull some lessons that we can remember and 

apply in our own lives. First, a look at a 2013 Barna Group study
424

 can 

shed some light on how self-identified Christians (n=718) today 

compare to either Pharisees or Jesus based on 20 questions about their 

attitudes and actions. The results were then categorized in quadrants 

based on Christ-Like/Pharisaical actions and Pharisaical/Christ-Like 

attitudes. A majority 51% landed in the Pharisaical 

Attitudes/Pharisaical Actions quadrant and only 14% landed in the 

Christ-Like Attitude/Christ-Like Actions quadrant. It is reasonable to 

speculate that many of those research participants would be surprised 

by those results. 

Since Christians may not actually realize they are using some 

pharisaical behaviors, what lessons, then, can we actually glean from 

this present study of interactions between Jesus and the Pharisees? 

First, as Christians, we should not let ideological, political, or 

philosophical differences, (Supratikno’s “national political vision”)  

cause us to (a) vilify others, (b) marginalize others, or (c) lose 

compassion for others. Being “right” or “pure” in our own eyes is not 

worth abandoning God’s compassion.  Next, Jesus was able to rebuke 

the Pharisees (the woes) by comparing the responsibility that came with 

their knowledge and position to their actual actions, which 

demonstrated the abandonment of that responsibility to the common 

Jew in favor of themselves.  For Christians, especially for Christian 

leaders,  we should behave and lead with authenticity and in line with 

what we say and teach. We must not become blind to our responsibility 

to others. We cannot properly represent the kingdom of God while at 

the same time behaving hypocritically and putting our own self-

interests above others.  Finally, like Nicodemus, we can acknowledge 

the privilege of our position as the redeemed while still humbly seeking 

truth and counsel.  If, like Nicodemus, that journey starts out secretly 

and at night, we can also become more and more bold until we are 

publicly standing for Jesus even after others have left.  Like 

Nicodemus, we can go from cautious-but-determined to openly 

                                                           
424

 Barna Group. “Christians: More Like Jesus or Pharisees?,” Last modified 

June 3, 2013, https://www.barna.com/research/christians-more-like-jesus-or-

pharisees/. 



190  

standing for Jesus. Nicodemus even helped to fulfill prophecy
425

 that 

Jesus was indeed the Messiah.  

These are just a few of the many, many lessons that can be 

learned by studying the Pharisees and comparing their attitudes and 

actions to the attitudes and actions of Jesus.  

Maybe the widely known acronym WWJD should actually have two 

questions: What Would Jesus Do? and What Would the Pharisees do? 

We can then choose wisely. 

 

Appendix 

Table 1. Jewish Groups and Religious Roles in the New Testament 

Jewish Groups and Religious Roles in The New Testament
426

 

Jewish Religious Groups/Sects Referenced in the Gospels 

Group/Sect Greek Description 

Herodians 

Ἡρωδιανοί 

(hērōdianoi) Supporters of Herod Antipas 

Sadducees 

Σαδδουκαῖος 

(saddoukaios) 

Righteous ones, philosophically 

distinct from the Pharisees 

Pharisees 

Φαρισαῖος 

(farisaios) 

Separate ones, large and 

powerful sect, known for strict 

ceremonial observances 

Jewish Religious Roles Referenced in the Gospels 

Religious 

Role Greek Description 

Scribe 

γραμματεύς 

(grammateus) 

Teachers of the law,  qualified to 

teach in the synagogues, no political 

power, but leaders of the people 

Elder 

πρεσβύτερος 

(presbuteros) 

Older, a leader in the Jewish 

community 
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Chief 

Priests 

ἀρχιερεύς 

(archiereus) 

High priests from the Levitical order 

appointed for service in the temple, 

also ex-high priests and members of 

high-priestly families 

   

Sanhedrin 

συνέδριον 

(sunedrion) 

The Great Council in Jerusalem 

consisting of high priests, elders, 

and scribes 

 

Table 2. The Woes as Recorded in Matthew 23 and Luke 11 

The Woes as Recorded in Matthew 23 and Luke 11
427

 

Matthew 23 Luke 11 

But woe to you, scribes and 

Pharisees, hypocrites, because you 

shut the kingdom of heaven in front 

of people; for you do not enter it 

yourselves, nor do you allow those 

who are entering to go in. 

But woe to you Pharisees! For you 

pay tithes of mint, rue, and every 

kind of garden herb, and yet you 

ignore justice and the love of God; 

but these are the things you should 

have done without neglecting the 

others 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, 

hypocrites, because you travel 

around on sea and land to make one 

proselyte; and when he becomes one, 

you make him twice as much a son 

of hell as yourselves. 

Woe to you Pharisees! For you 

love the seat of honor in the 

synagogues and personal greetings 

in the marketplaces 

Woe to you, blind guides, who say, 

‘Whoever swears by the temple, that 

is nothing; but whoever swears by 

the gold of the temple is obligated.’ 

You fools and blind men! Which is 

more important, the gold or the 

temple that sanctified the gold? And 

you say, ‘Whoever swears by the 

altar, that is nothing; but whoever 

swears by the offering that is on it is 

obligated.’ You blind men, which is 

more important, the offering or the 

altar that sanctifies the offering? 

Therefore, the one who swears by the 

altar, swears both by the altar and by 

everything on it. And the one who 

Woe to you! For you are like 

unseen tombs, and the people who 

walk over them are unaware of it. 
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swears by the temple, swears both by 

the temple and by Him who dwells in 

it. And the one who swears by 

heaven, swears both by the throne of 

God and by Him who sits upon it. 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, 

hypocrites! For you tithe mint and 

dill and cumin and have neglected 

the weightier provisions of the Law: 

justice and mercy and faithfulness; 

but these are the things you should 

have done without neglecting the 

others. You blind guides, who strain 

out a gnat and swallow a camel! 

Woe to you lawyers as well! For 

you load people with burdens that 

are hard to bear, while you 

yourselves will not even touch the 

burdens with one of your fingers 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, 

hypocrites! For you clean the outside 

of the cup and of the dish, but inside 

they are full of robbery and self-

indulgence.
 
You blind Pharisee, first 

clean the inside of the cup and of the 

dish, so that the outside of it may 

also become clean. 

Woe to you! For you build the 

tombs of the prophets, and it was 

your fathers who killed them. So 

you are witnesses and you approve 

of the deeds of your fathers; 

because it was they who killed 

them, and you build their tombs. 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, 

hypocrites! For you are like 

whitewashed tombs which on the 

outside appear beautiful, but inside 

they are full of dead men’s bones and 

all uncleanness. So you too, 

outwardly appear righteous to 

people, but inwardly you are full of 

hypocrisy and lawlessness. 

Woe to you lawyers! For you have 

taken away the key of knowledge; 

you yourselves did not enter, and 

you hindered those who were 

entering. 

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, 

hypocrites! For you build the tombs 

for the prophets and decorate the 

monuments of the righteous, and you 

say, ‘If we had been living in the 

days of our fathers, we would not 

have been partners with them in 

shedding the blood of the prophets.’ 

So you testify against yourselves, 

that you are sons of those who 

murdered the prophets. 
 
Fill up, then, 

the measure of the guilt of your 

fathers. You snakes, you offspring of 

vipers, how will you escape the 

sentence of hell? 
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Table 3. Interactions between Jesus and the Pharisees in The New 

Testament 

Interactions between Jesus and the Pharisees in The New 

Testament 

Event Matthew Mark Luke John 

Pharisees try to 

question, tempt or trick 

Jesus 

    

Jesus heals the paralytic 9:18 2:1-12 5:17-26 5:8-9 

Meal with Levi (Matthew) 9:9-13 2:13-17 5:27-32  

Plucking food on the 

Sabbath 

12:1-8 2:23-28 6:1-5  

Jesus heals man with 

withered hand on Sabbath 

12:9-14 3:1-6 6:6-11  

Jesus heals man with 

demon 

9:32-34 3:22 11:14-15  

Jesus Heals a man blind 

from birth 

   9:1-41 

Pharisees seeking signs 12:38 

16:1-4 

8:11-12 11:16  

What defiles a person? 15:1-20 7:1-23 11:37-41  

     

Pharisees plot to kill 

Jesus 

    

Chief Priests and 

Pharisees 

21:45    

Pharisees with the 

Herodians 

 3:6   

     

Jesus rebukes the 

Pharisees 

    

Beware of the leaven of 

the Pharisees  

16:5-12 8:14-21 12:1  

Woes 23:1-39  11:37-54  

Jesus speaks of Pharisees 

regarding John 

11:7-19  7:24-35  

     

Non-confrontational 

interactions 

    

Jesus affirms the 

teachings of the Pharisees 

23:1-3    

Pharisees warn Jesus 

about Herod  

  13:31-33  

Nicodemus visits  Jesus at    3:1-15 
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night 

Nicodemus defends Jesus 

in public 

   7:48-

52 

Nicodemus helps prepare 

and bury Jesus’ body 

   19:38-

40 

Teaching moment at the 

home of Pharisee, Simon 

the Leper 

Mary anoints Jesus with 

ointment 

 

26:6-13 14:3-9 7:36-50 12:1-8 
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THE KING JAMES ONLY CONTROVERSY: 
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Joe Stearns 

Master of Divinity Candidate 

 

Introduction 

       Are the modern translations of the Bible, such as the New 

Revised Standard Version (NRSV), the English Standard Version 

(ESV), and the New International Version (NIV), as accurate and 

reliable as the King James Version (KJV)? Or is the King James 

Version superior to all modern English translations, and therefore the 

sole preferred English translation to be used today (with the possible 

addition of the New King James Version)? This essay will argue that 

the primacy of the King James Version over modern translations is not 

accurate nor necessary. 

        D. A. Carson, in The King James Version Debate, lists the “best 

known evangelical defenders of the TR [Textus Receptus].” The term, 

“defenders of the TR” is the logical equivalent of the viewpoint that the 

King James Version is the best translation. The KJV was based on the 

only available ancient Greek documents at the time in Western Europe, 

which came to be labeled the “Received Text,” or in Latin, the “Textus 

Receptus.” These distinguished proponents of the primacy of the KJV 

are David Otis Fuller, Zane C. Hodges, Edward F. Hills, John W. 

Burgon (19
th
 century), Terence Brown, Jakob van Bruggen, and 

Wilbur N. Pickering.
428

 The opposing camp of those Bible scholars who 

do not view the Textus Receptus and the KJV as uniquely superior are 

many textual experts as well. Among them are D. A. Carson himself, 

Daniel Wallace, James White, John Ankerberg, and John Weldon. 

Background and Context 

        Christianity began in the Levant and Asia Minor, which is 

modern day Turkey. As the autographs, the originals of the books of the 

Bible, got old and worn out, copying of the Scriptures began, and 

spread wherever Christianity spread. This rapidly encompasssed the 

entire Mediterranean area, including North Africa. In the seventh and 

eighth centuries, the nascent Islamic religion began to spread through 

those same areas, spreading their religion primarily through military 

conquest. The Levant and northern Africa were conquered, but the 

                                                           
428

 D. A. Carson, The King James Version Debate: A Plea for Realism 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1997 E-book ed 2011), 40. 



196  

Muslim advance met enduring resistance at the border of Europe and 

Asia; at the city of Constantinople and the Byzantine empire. The result 

was that copying of scripture was reduced in North Africa and in 

Palestine, but Constantinople became a center of biblical manuscript 

caretaking.  

        In A.D. 1453, Muslim forces conquered Constantinople. 

Christian scribes fled into Western Europe, bringing Greek manuscripts 

of the various sections of the Bible with them. Erasmus, a leading 

scholar of the Roman Catholic Church at the time, benefited from this 

influx of Greek manuscripts of portions of the Bible. Carson records 

that, 

 

The first edition of the Greek New Testament to 

be published (though not the first to be printed) 

was edited by the Dutch scholar Desiderius 

Erasmus (1469–1536) of Rotterdam, Holland. The 

work, published in March 1516, was done 

somewhat precipitately, with the result that there 

are countless hundreds of printing errors. To 

prepare his text Erasmus utilized several Greek 

manuscripts, not one of which contained the 

entire New Testament. None of his manuscripts 

was earlier than the twelfth century. For the Book 

of Revelation he had but one manuscript, and it 

was lacking the final leaf, which contained the 

last six verses of the book. Therefore Erasmus 

translated the Latin Vulgate back into Greek and 

published that. Hence in the last six verses of 

Revelation in Erasmus’s Greek New Testament, 

several words and phrases may be found that are 

attested in no Greek manuscript whatsoever.
429

 

Scribes in Spain were also attempting to assemble the first Greek New 

Testament in Europe as well. Although the Spanish scholars completed 

their work first, Erasmus was the first to release the Greek New 

Testament on the market, beating the Spaniards.
430

 

        The significance of these developments for our topic is that 

four different manuscript “families” emerged in this historical and 

geographic context before Erasmus. Carson tells us that these families 

of documents are called "text-types." He lists them as, (1) the 
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Byzantine text, from the area in and around Constantinople, (2) the 

Western text, which reflects poor scholarship and is disputed, (3) the 

Caesarean text, from Egypt and Palestine, and (4) the Alexandrian text, 

from the area of Alexandria, Egypt, which reflects high quality work on 

the average.
431 

        All the manuscripts used by Erasmus, which would later be the 

foundation for the King James Version, came from the Byzantine text-

type. As mentioned above, the Greek New Testament assembled by 

Erasmus came to be known as the Textus Receptus (TR). The TR was 

only a small portion of the manuscripts of the Byzantine text-type.  

       After the time of Erasmus, up until the mid-19th century, 

thousands of ancient Greek portions of the Bible were discovered. 

Starting around 1850, two British scholars named B. F. Wescott, and F. 

J. A. Hort began the project of comparing these manuscripts with each 

other, with the goal of getting closer to the autographs. They completed 

their Greek New Testament in 1881.
432

 Shortly after that, modern 

English translations began to emerge, using the work of Wescott and 

Hort among others, including the American Standard Version (ASV), 

and the Revised Standard Version (RSV). This immediately gained the 

attention of those who used the King James Version. The obvious 

question arose: are these new English translations of the Bible as good 

or better than the KJV, or are there any flaws or dangers in the work of 

Wescott and Hort and the modern translation teams? 

        The advent of these modern English translations also prompted 

this question: what attributes of the KJV are superior to these modern 

translations? Although many users of the KJV loved the English style, 

and had developed an emotional attachment to it, that alone would not 

disqualify the modern translations. Many scholars who were not 

comfortable with the modern translations turned their focus to the 

Greek New Testament of Erasmus, comparing the TR to the work of 

Wescott and Hort, to see if any Greek language problems disqualified 

the modern translations. 

For the Primacy of the King James Version 

        There are two arguments for the primacy of the King James 

Version that are the most potent. The first is that many modern English 

translations leave out scriptures that are found in the KJV. Three 

important examples of the many omissions are John 5:3b–4, Acts 8:37, 

and a phrase in 1 John 5:7-8 (labeled the “Comma Johanneum”).  
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       The second potent argument springs from the first argument: 

the Byzantine text-type is claimed as superior to the other three text-

types. The connection between the second argument and the first is that 

the Textus Receptus, which is a small portion of the Byzantine text-

type, is the source for including the scriptures that modern translations 

often leave out. 

This issue came sharply into focus with the discovery of many 

manuscripts in the 19th century, two of which were very significant. 

Very few ancient Greek manuscripts of portions of the New Testament 

are manuscripts of the entire New Testament. So, when two entire 

copies of the New Testament were discovered that dated from the 

fourth century, they were profoundly important. These were the Codex 

Sinaiticus (given the symbol א “Aleph” by scholars) and the Codex 

Vaticanus (given the symbol B). Scholarly defenders of the KJV 

immediately attacked these two manuscripts, because they differed 

from the TR in significant ways. John Burgon was a very influential 

19th century scholar, who vehemently rejected these two manuscripts 

outright. His words are recorded by David Otis Fuller, in his book 

Which Bible?: 

Here as you must see B and Aleph in faltering 

tones and with an insignificant following are met 

by an array of authorities which is triumphantly 

superior, not only in antiquity, but in number, 

variety, and continuity. In point of hard and 

unmistakable fact there is a continual conflict 

going on all through the gospels between B and 

Aleph... The nature and weight of these two 

codexes may be inferred from it. They will be 

found to have been proved over and over again to 

be bad witnesses, who were left to survive in their 

handsome dresses while attention was hardly ever 

accorded to any services of theirs.  

For 15 centuries, in which the art of copying the 

Bible was brought to perfection, and printing 

invented, have by unceasing rejection of their 

claims sealed forever the condemnation of their 

character and so distracted from their weight.
433

 

Burgon utterly rejected, in virulent terms, the use of Sinaiticus and 

Vaticanus for analysis of the Greek New Testament. Both ancient 
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manuscripts were not part of the Byzantine text-type. (As an aside, 

regarding the weight of the book Which Bible?, Carson states: “by far 

the most influential of these books is Which Bible?, which has gone 

through a half dozen editions."
434

) 

        Numerous additional arguments have been offered by 

proponents of the KJV but are not as potent as the above two 

arguments, are often related to the above two arguments, and are 

beyond the scope of this essay. A very good summary of many of the 

prominent additional arguments are found in Carson's book the King 

James Only Debate, on pages 41–42.
435

 To summarize in popular terms, 

many people today who only use the KJV do so because “The modern 

translations have cut out portions of the Bible and use bad Greek 

sources." 

       A plethora of additional arguments are circulating in this 

ongoing debate, but many are found wanting in factual support. Five 

such arguments will be summarized as examples, gleaned from the list 

by Carson that was cited above. The first is that the Byzantine text-type 

stands closer to the original autographs than any other text-type. 

Second, that the Alexandrian and Caesarean text-types are shorter 

because scribes who were Arian heretics made the copies. Third, the 

greater number of manuscripts within the Byzantine text-type prove 

that it is superior. Fourth, the fact that the Western church used the 

Byzantine text-type primarily for many centuries demonstrates divine 

protection and approval. Fifth, Westcott and Hort were modernist 

liberal scholars and unable to do unbiased textual analysis. The validity 

and seriousness of these points is beyond the expertise and scope of this 

essay and are left to the reader to investigate.  

Against the Primacy of the King James Version 

        The first accusation of the King James only proponents is that 

scriptures have been omitted from many of the modern translations. 

This is a serious accusation. The most famous example of this is the 

Comma Johanneum of 1 John 5:7-8. What many are not aware of is 

that Erasmus, in his first two editions of the Greek New Testament, 

omitted the Comma Johanneum. The reason he omitted it was that it 

was not found in any of the Greek manuscripts of the original TR.
436

 

Erasmus was accused of making a scholarly mistake but answered his 

critics by saying that if an ancient manuscript could be found with 

Comma Johanneum in it, he would include it in a later edition of the 
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Greek New Testament. James R. White reveals that, "... An Irish 

manuscript, Codex Montfortianus, that contained the disputed phrase, 

now at Trinity College, Dublin, was found. This manuscript is highly 

suspect, most probably having been created in the house of the Grey 

Friars, whose provincial, Henry Standish, was an old enemy of 

Erasmus and whose intention was simply to refute him."
437

 Erasmus, 

still protesting, included the Comma Johanneum in his third edition. 

        The issue highlighted in the decision to include or omit the 

Comma Johanneum is basically the same issue with the other scriptures 

that are omitted from many modern translations, such as John 5:3b-4 

and Acts 8:37: many early manuscripts simply do not include them, 

they are only found in much later manuscripts. The accusation that 

modern translations are cutting out portions of the word of God appears 

neutralized by these facts, if not unfounded. 

        The second potent argument for the primacy of the KJV is that 

the Byzantine text-type that the TR came from is superior to the other 

text-types. Three things can be said in response. First, a larger number 

of manuscripts are found in the Byzantine text-type, but this does not 

ensure a more accurate or superior text-type. The larger number of 

manuscripts are probably due to the Muslim conquests in other areas. 

Also, even though the Byzantine collection is more numerous, most 

manuscripts have later dates. The Alexandrian and Caesarean text-types 

have fewer manuscripts, but many are of high-quality scholarship, and 

of earlier dating.
438

 Third, many scholars making use of the other text-

types have been accused of being heretics. This is unproven 

speculation, and an ad hominem attack. Scholars such as Westcott and 

Hort could do quality academic work, regardless of their position on a 

spectrum of conservative to liberal. 

        A prominent argument not listed above, because it is not 

logically potent, is the view that the TR has been miraculously and 

preferentially preserved by God. Carson, in The King James Version 

Debate, offers 14 theses as refutations of the position for primacy of the 

KJV. His twelfth thesis is that “based on arguments that I have already 

refuted, such as the fact that the Byzantine tradition takes in the 

majority of the manuscripts or that it has been providentially preserved, 

the TR is claimed by its defenders to be the text that God has specially 

anointed.”
439

 Carson is accusing proponents of KJV primacy of using 

circular logic. They seek to prove the primacy of the KJV by 

presupposing the primacy of the KJV. Carson's accusation is accurate, 

at least in the case of Edward F. Hills, an influential voice in the 20th 
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century for KJV primacy, who wrote in his book The King James 

Version Defended,  

Since 1881 many, perhaps most, orthodox 

Christian scholars have agreed with Westcott and 

Hort that textual criticism is a strictly neutral 

science that must be applied in the same way to 

any document whatever, including the Bible. Yet 

there have been some orthodox theologians who 

have dissented from this neutral point of view. 

One of them was Abraham Kuyper (1894), who 

pointed out that the publication of the Textus 

Receptus was "no accident," affirming that the 

Textus Receptus, "as a foundation from which to 

begin critical operations, can, in a certain sense, 

even deserve preference.''
440

 

Here we see that Hills admits to abandoning neutral analysis of ancient 

manuscripts, by assuming that the TR is somehow innately superior, 

and above neutral analysis. He attempts to buttress his argument by 

appealing to the point of view of Abraham Kuyper. This simply 

incriminates Kuyper as well in such circular reasoning. 

        Another impotent argument against other text-types is that 

many ancient manuscripts were copied by heretics, who were attacking 

the deity of Jesus Christ. An important example of this is Romans 1:16. 

In the KJV, for example, the verse begins with “For I am not ashamed 

of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God...” In the modern ESV 

and NIV translations, for example, the words “of Christ” are omitted: 

“For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for (ESV) because (NIV) it is the 

power of God...” White asserts that: 

Here is another place where KJV Only advocates 

insist that the modern versions are trying to 

denigrate Christ by removing his name from the 

Scriptures. Actually, these versions are following 

the most ancient manuscripts, while recognizing 

the tendency toward expansion found in the 

Byzantine manuscripts. However, the modern 

versions use "the gospel of Christ” elsewhere (it 

appears eight times in the NIV New Testament), 
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so again there is no logical reason to impute evil 

motives to these renderings.
441

 

A logical impasse appears to have been reached here, where KJV only 

proponents accuse those who use Alexandrian text-type of removing 

ancient text for heretical motives, whereas the opposing camp accuses 

the KJV only camp of using manuscripts that have interpolated text. 

What may tip the scales against this KJV only argument is the view that 

it is more likely for those who copied the Scriptures to deliberately add 

text (ostensibly to clarify), rather than to deliberately remove text from 

the word of God. It is noteworthy, in the quote above, that White refers 

to the “tendency toward expansion” of the Byzantine text-type. 

        Daniel Wallace, the Greek manuscript scholar from Dallas 

Theological Seminary, explains an example of expansion in a 1995 

debate. He views the inclusion of John 5:3b-4 (which includes the 

phrase "for an angel of the Lord went down at certain seasons into the 

pool and stirred the water...”) as the work of a scribe who needed to 

copy a manuscript of the book of John that included a marginal note. 

His logical explanation is that the scribe would make the conservative 

decision to include the marginal note, rather than overlook it. In this 

way, scripture could be expanded beyond the original autograph.
442

 

        Modern translations use a wealth of manuscripts to catch 

expansions like those referred to above. Erasmus, with the limited 

manuscript selection of the TR in the 15th century, did not have 

resources available to him to catch all these expansions. Yet KJV only 

proponents accuse the modern translation teams of removing holy 

scripture from the Bible, rather than catching expansions that were 

probably not in the autographs of the original writers. This is a crucial 

point in the KJV only argument. Many people hold to the KJV only 

because of their understanding that the modern translations have 

wrongfully removed John 5:3b-4, Acts 8:37, and 1 John 5:7, along with 

other texts. However, these texts have been shown to be the opposite: 

they should not be included in the Bible, except perhaps with a 

footnote, because through textual analysis of ancient manuscripts they 

have been shown to probably be interpolations. It is highly unlikely 

from the manuscript data that these texts were part of the autographs. 
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Conclusion    

         The King James Version is a quality English translation, 

especially considering the dearth of ancient Greek manuscripts 

available at the time. However, the arguments for the primacy of the 

King James Version over modern English translations are not 

persuasive. Three reasons for this conclusion are given here. First, the 

omissions of verses in the modern translations, such as Acts 8:37, are 

reflections of improvements in the Bible text stemming from the 

discovery of many manuscripts that surfaced after the KJV was 

produced. These “omissions” are actually seen as correcting expansions 

that were interpolations, and probably were not part of the autographs, 

from the data that we have today. Second, the superiority of the 

Byzantine text-type over other text-types is not clear. The arguments 

and scholarship on both sides of that debate have produced an impasse: 

the Byzantine text-type is not a clear winner. Finally, the quality of 

scholarship, and the reputation of the teams of scholars who have 

created the most respected modern English translations, such as the 

ESV, NIV, and NASB, are not widely doubted, but are greatly 

respected. 

        An uncomfortable but necessary issue to address in the KJV 

only debate is the emotional attachment of many people to the King 

James Version. Defenders of the KJV are often highly educated logical 

scholars, such as Burgon, Fuller, and Hills. It is the view here that, in 

reading their arguments in defense of the KJV, there is a common 

thread of an unreasonable preferential treatment of the KJV, driven by 

emotional attachment. This emotional attachment to the Scriptures 

found in the KJV could tempt a person to slant the truth unwittingly, 

because of a lens created by a strong bias founded on that emotional 

attachment. Although a search for the truth is always paramount, 

sympathy should be extended, because high emotions are 

understandable when discussing the very words of God. 
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Introduction 

  And when the day of Pentecost was now come, they were all 

together in one place.  And suddenly there came from heaven a 

sound as of the rushing of a mighty wind, and it filled all the 

house where they were sitting. And there appeared unto them 

tongues parting asunder, like as of fire; and it sat upon each one 

of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and 

began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them 

utterance.
443

 

Day one of the Church began with the outpouring of the Holy 

Spirit as promised to the Disciples by Jesus in the first chapter of the 

Book of Acts. “But ye shall receive power, when the Holy Spirit is 

come upon you: and ye shall be my witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in 

all Judea and Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth.”
444

 

Immediately after speaking these words, Jesus ascended to the Father in 

front of his Disciples.
445

 The ministry of Jesus needed to continue to be 

taken forward into the world. The ministry work that needed to be done 

could only be accomplished if the messengers of redemption by 

repentance for the forgiveness of sins were empowered by the Holy 

Spirit promised them.  

Then He opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, and 

He said to them, “Thus it is written, that the Christ would 

suffer and rise again from the dead the third day, and that 

repentance for forgiveness of sins would be proclaimed in His 

name to all the nations, beginning from Jerusalem. You are 

witnesses of these things. And behold, I am sending forth the 

promise of My Father upon you; but you are to stay in the city 

until you are clothed with power from on high.” And He led 

them out as far as Bethany, and He lifted up His hands and 

blessed them. While He was blessing them, He parted from 

them and was carried up into heaven. And they, after 
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worshiping Him, returned to Jerusalem with great joy, and were 

continually in the temple praising God.
446

 

   On the day of Pentecost, after Jesus’ Ascension, the Holy 

Spirit arrived
447

 and the beginning of the Church was 

inaugurated as recorded in the Book of Acts second chapter. 

What was the role of the Holy Spirit in the mission of the 

Church in the book of Acts? Has this role continued since then, 

in the same manner, or has it changed?  

To address these questions, the role of the Holy Spirit will be 

examined from the perspective of the book of Acts and the rest of the 

New Testament (NT). Additionally, the role of the Holy Spirit will be 

examined from the Old Testament (OT) perspective to understand its 

historic role. Did the role of the Holy Spirit change from the OT to the 

NT, and if so, in what ways? And finally, has the role of the Holy Spirit 

changed in today’s modern Church since Pentecost and if so, in what 

ways? What can be concluded about the role of the Holy Spirit for 

today? 

Why Was the Holy Spirit Sent? 

The Holy Spirit’s coming could not be accomplished until 

Jesus ascended to the Father. Luke had ended his gospel with Jesus’ 

teaching about the coming of the Holy Spirit in Luke 24:45-53 (quoted 

above). And now, in the very beginning of the Book of Acts, Luke 

picked up where he left off in the ending of his Gospel. Significant in 

Luke chapter 24 was the phrase “He opened their minds to understand 

the Scriptures.”
448

 Luke did not go into the detail of Jesus’ entire 

teaching to him and the other Disciples on what OT Scriptures were 

discussed. Perhaps it included OT prophecies like Joel 2:28, “it will 

come about after this that I will pour out My Spirit on all mankind….” 

This could explain why the Disciples asked Jesus in Acts 1:6 if Jesus 

was going to now establish the Kingdom. “’Lord, dost thou at this time 

restore the kingdom to Israel?’ Jesus answered them with, “It is not for 

you to know times or seasons, which the Father hath set within His own 

authority.”
449

 The time had not yet come for that prophetic event to be 

fulfilled, there was still ministry work to be done. The proclamation of 

redemption needed to be taken to all the world by Holy Spirit-

empowered messengers. 
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How Did the Holy Spirit Manifest Himself? 

The 120 who were gathered and praying together, awaiting the 

promise of the Holy Spirit, included the core Disciples along with 

Jesus’ mother and brothers.
450

 The Holy Spirit manifested himself in the 

beginning of the second chapter of the Book of Acts as quoted below 

and expanded upon after this interlinear
451

 quotation of Acts 2:2-4 

2:2 And suddenly there came a sound (ἦχος) from 

heaven(οὐρανοῦ) as of a rushing (φερομένης) mighty(βιαίας) 

wind (πνοῆς), and it filled (ἐπλήρωσεν) all the house where 

they were sitting.  

2:3 And there appeared (ὀπτάνομαι) unto them cloven 

(διαμεριζόμεναι) tongues (γλῶσσαι) like as of fire (πυρός), and 

it sat (ἐκάθισεν) upon each of them.  

2:4 And they were all filled (ἐπλήσθησαν) with the Holy 

(Ἁγίου) Spirit (Πνεύματος), and began to speak(λαλεῖν) with 

other(ἑτέραις) tongues(γλώσσαις), as the Spirit(Πνεῦμα) gave 

(ἐδίδου) them utterance (ἀποφθέγγεσθαι). 

While the 120 were praying together in the upper room of the 

house where they were staying, without warning, the Holy Spirit 

arrived. The arrival was depicted as a sound coming down from 

heaven. The word sound, ēchos | ἦχος,
452

 means a confusing noise. And 

the word heaven, ouranoo | οὐρανοῦ,
453

 literally means sky but more so 

a reference to heaven as the abode of God. The “rushing (pherōmenas | 

ερομένης)
454

 mighty (biaios | βιαίας)
455

 wind (pnoēs | πνοῆς)
456

” 
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picturizes the sound of a powerful breath. The breath completely filled 

the entire house, “and it filled (epiplēroōsen | ἐπλήρωσεν)
457

 all the 

house where they were sitting.”  

Verse 3 continued with the physical manifestation of the Spirit, 

“and there appeared, (optanomai | ὀπτάνομαι)
458

 unto them cloven, 

(diamerizōmenai | διαμεριζόμεναι)
459

 tongues (glōssa | γλῶσσαι),
460

 like 

as of fire (puros | πυρός)
461

, and it sat (ekathizen | ἐκάθισεν),
462

 upon 

each of them.” This physical manifestation was of fiery tongues that 

came to rest individually on each person. The fire’s appearance had a 

lighting like intensity (puros
463

). 

Verse 4 continued by describing the immediate effect of the 

Holy Spirit on the gathering. They were all filled completely 

(eplethasan [plēthō, root] | ἐπλήσθησαν),
464

 with the Holy Spirit 

(Pneuma | Πνεῦμα)
465

 and began speaking in tongues (glōssa | 

γλῶσσαι),
466

 “as the Spirit (Pneuma | Πνεῦμα)
467

 gifted (edidōu | 

ἐδίδου)
468

 them utterance (apophtheggomai | ἀποφθέγγεσθαι)
469

. The 
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word filled (eplathasan) denotes complete filling resulting in the gifting 

(edidōu) to each one the ability to speak different languages (glōssa in 

the figurative sense). What is noteworthy of this was what Thayer 

pointed out about the language spoken in footnote 22, “to speak out, 

speak forth; not words of everyday speech but “belonging to dignified 

and elevated discourse.” This point by Thayer was certainly reflective 

of the response of the visiting Jews in Jerusalem who heard them speak 

in their individual languages from where they were from. They “were 

bewildered because each one of them was hearing them speak in his 

own language,”
470

 literally their own dialect (dialektos | διάλεκτος
471

). 

“And they were all amazed and marveled, saying, Behold, are not all 

these that speak Galileans?”
472

 John MacArthur, well known biblical 

scholar, educator, author and pastor of Grace Community Church of 

Sun Valley, CA,
473

 pointed out the significance of this statement; noted 

from his published study Bible: 

Galileans [were] inhabitants of the mostly rural area of 

northern Israel around the Sea of Galilee. Galilean Jews spoke 

with a distinct regional accent and were considered to be 

unsophisticated and uneducated by the southern Judean Jews. 

When Galileans were seen to be speaking so many different 

languages, the Judean Jews were astonished.
474

 

What Did the Holy Spirit Explicitly Do? 

Of the seventy times that the word spirit is mentioned in the 

Book of Acts,
475

 forty-two of those times are specifically worded as the 

Holy Spirit. Of the remaining twenty-eight times, eleven were Spirit, in 

reference to the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:4, 2:17, 2:18, 6:10, 8:29, 10:19, 

11:12, 11:28, 19:21, 20:22, and 21:4); eight were in reference to 

unclean or evil spirits (Acts 5:15, 8:7, 16:16, 16:18, 19:12, 9:13, 19:15, 

and 19:16), five were in reference to someone’s own spirit or spirits in 

general (Acts 7:59, 17:16, 18:25, 23:8, and 23:9); and, of the last four 

uses of the word spirit, two were “the Spirit of the Lord” (Acts 5:9 and 

                                                           
470

 Acts 2:6, NASB. 
471

 Thayer, Strong G1258 (dialektos | διάλεκτος), 2) the tongue of 

language to any people; a dialect. 
472

 Acts 2:7, ASV. 
473

 Biographical information on John F. MacArthur: 

https://www.amazon.com/stores/author/B000APTHF4/about. 
474

 John MacArthur, Thomas Nelson NKJV, MacArthur Study Bible, 

2nd ed. (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2019), loc 6551, Kindle. 
475

 Appears as spirit or Spirit in the American Standard Version 

(ASV). Count of occurrences are from personal study. 



210  

8:39), one was “the Spirit of wisdom” (Acts 6:3), and, once was “the 

Spirit of Jesus” (Acts 16:7). 

Where the Holy Spirit was referred to either as the Holy Spirit, 

Spirit, Spirit of the Lord, and Spirit of Jesus in Acts, explicit events 

were also reported. Table 1, below, gives an overview of the roles and 

actions of the Holy Spirit in the Book of Acts. 

 

Table 1. Roles and Actions of the Holy Spirit in Acts
476

 

Role Action(s) 
Verse(s) 

in Acts 

Gave the Gift of 

Tongues 

The 120 received the gift of speaking 

the gospel in different languages 

(tongues). 

2:4 

Gave the Gift of the 

Holy Spirit 
Holy Spirit is sent as promised 2:17, 2:18 

Revealed and 

Judged Sin in the 

Church 

Ananias and Sapphira's sin judged by 

the Holy Spirit. 
5:3, 5:9 

Gave Gift of 

Healing 

Disciples heal the sick being brought 

to Jerusalem to them. 
5:16 

Granted Heavenly 

Wisdom 

Selection of men to minister to the 

Church. 

Stephen's preaching not refutable. 

6:3 

6:10 

Enables Prayer in 

the Spirit 
Stephen surrenders to Jesus in death. 7:59 

Granted Authority 

over Demons 
Disciples cast out evil spirits. 

5:16, 8:7, 

16:18, 

19:12 

Guided the Church's 

Ministry 

Spirit guides Philip. 

Peter guided to Gentiles. 

Paul prevented from going to Asia. 

Paul compelled to go to Jerusalem. 

8:29, 8:39. 

10:19, 

11:12. 

16:7. 

19:21, 

20:22. 

 

What Did the Holy Spirit Implicitly Do? 

The Holy Spirit was also implicitly active throughout the Book 

of Acts. This can be seen in the activities surrounding the Church, its 

growth and expansion, and its impact on communities through the lives 
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of believers. What follows is a short summary of implicit activities of 

the Holy Spirit in the Church in Acts:
477

 

● The infant Church becomes a vibrant community marked 

by generosity, witnessing, growth, encouragement, and 

love: Acts 2:42-47, 5:14, 14:21-28. 

● The Disciples perform miracles. 

o Healing of a crippled man: Acts 3. 

o Healing of the sick: Acts 5:15, 9:31-35. 

o Deliverance from evil spirits: Acts 5:16; 8:7. 

o Raising of the dead: Acts 9:36-43. 

● Allows persecution to propel the Great Commission: 8:1-3.
 

478
 

o Growth of the Church outside of Jerusalem: Acts 

8:4-13.  

o Growth of the Church includes Gentiles: Acts 10. 

● Intervenes Peter’s imprisonment: Acts 12. 

● Protects Paul and Barnabas during the 1
st
 missionary 

journey: Acts 13:13-51. 

o Protects Paul from death by stoning: Acts 14:19-

20. 

● Guides the dispute over circumcision of Gentiles: Acts 15. 

● Continues the fulfillment of the Great Commission, 

continuing with Paul’s other missionary journeys. 

o 2
nd

 missionary journey: Acts 16-18:22. 

o 3
rd

 missionary journey: Acts 18:23-21:26. 

● Paul’s protection during imprisonment and his continued 

evangelism: Acts 21:27-28:31. 

o Trip to Rome for Paul’s appeal to Caesar, 

shipwrecked in route and no one perished: Acts 

27:27-28:10. 

o Paul, while waiting to appeal before Caesar, 

teaches and preaches for two years under house 

arrest openly and without restriction: Acts 28:30-

31. 

 

The summary texts of these events in Acts predominantly do 

not explicitly mention the Holy Spirit actualizing them. But one cannot 

read the Book of Acts without seeing God’s hand, through His Holy 
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Spirit, in the lives of the Disciples and believers. The establishment of 

the Church in its infancy was a continuance of Luke’s gospel, and the 

continuance of the ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ’s work of 

redemption through His Church. Dr. Mark Allen Powell, professor 

emeritus at Trinity Lutheran Seminary,
479

 summarized this in his 

textbook on the NT: 

The relationship between Luke and Acts is especially close. 

Many scholars have noted that Luke appears to have outlined 

the two narratives in ways that are remarkably similar. In the 

Gospel, the ministry of Jesus begins when the Holy Spirit 

comes upon him; then Jesus preaches a sermon claiming that a 

text from Isaiah explains why this has happened. In Acts, the 

mission of the church begins when the Holy Spirit descends 

upon the believers at Pentecost; then Peter preaches a sermon 

claiming that a text from Joel explains why this has happened. 

What do these parallels mean, and why would Luke arrange the 

two books this way? Perhaps it was simply an artistic way of 

telling the stories. Possibly he hoped that the similarities would 

serve a mnemonic function, helping people to remember key 

moments in the histories of Jesus and the church. 

Theologically, he may have wanted to present the church’s life 

and mission as a reduplication of the life and work of Jesus. At 

the very least, scholars agree, Luke wanted the two books to be 

read together.
480

 

The Holy Spirit in Acts is Pivotal in the Canon 

To fully understand the impact of the Holy Spirit in the Book 

of Acts there needs to be a basic understanding of how his role and 

function changed from the OT. Also, a look at the Gospels will show 

how the work and role of the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ ministry led to the 

pivotal aspect of the Book of Acts. Namely, God’s Spirit begins to 

indwell in the hearts of all who believe in Jesus, ubiquitously, after 

Jesus’ Ascension. Until Pentecost this had never happened. Pentecost 

was a significant pivotal transition of the OT canon to the NT canon in 

its fulfillment of prophecy. The pivotal significance can be better 

understood by looking at the work and role of the Holy Spirit in the OT 

and in the ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ as seen in the gospels. 
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The Holy Spirit as Revealed in the Old Testament (OT) 

The OT also contains many references to the Holy Spirit. To 

exegete every reference exceeds the boundaries of this research paper. 

What follows is a short summary of some of the major references of the 

Holy Spirit, God’s Spirit, in the OT.   

 

Table 2. Role of God’s Spirit in the OT
481

 

Phrase Event / Comment Verse(s) 

his holy 

Spirit 
God is Merciful with Israel 

Isa 63:10, 

63:11 

thy holy 

Spirit 
David's confession of sin Psalm 51:11 

his Spirit 

Creation (Job) 

Judgment on Israel (Zechariah) 

Judgment on Edom (Isaiah) 

Rebuking Israel (Isaiah) 

Job 26:13 

Zech 7:12 

Isa 34:16 

Isa 48:16 

my Spirit 

Prophecy against alliance with Egypt [not 

of my Spirit] 

Noahic Flood 

Haggai prophesied to Zerubbabel 

Ezekiel's dry bones vision  

Covenant of the Redeemer 

Pour out my Spirit 

Restoration of Israel Prophecy 

God's choosing of Israel 

Wisdom - pour out my spirit upon you 

God's Promise of a new heart and Spirit 

Zechariah commanded to prophesy to 

Zerubbabel 

Isa 30:1 

Gen 6:3 

Hag 2:5 

Eze 37:14 

Isa 59:21 

Joel 2:28, 29 

Eze 39:29 

Isa 44:3 

Prov 1:23 

Eze 36:27 

Zech 4:6 

Spirit of 

God 

Joseph's Rise to Prominence 

Bezalel - Lead Temple Artisan 

Came upon Azariah, he prophesied to Asa 

Job acknowledges every breath is from 

God 

Creation 

Balaam prophesied a blessing on Israel 

Job recognized that God's Spirit was in 

the act of creation 

Zechariah was stoned for prophesying 

Saul judges the Ammonites by the Spirit 

of God 

Saul’s anointing by Samuel 

Saul's messengers prophesy 

Gen 41:38 

Exo 31:3; 

35:31 

2 Chron 15:1 

Job 27:3 

Gen 1:2 

Num 24:2 

Job 33:42  

Chron 24:20 

1 Sam 11:6-11 

1 Sam 10:10 

1 Sam 19:20 

1 Sam 19:23 

                                                           
481
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Saul prophesied 

Spirit of 

Jehovah 

Obadiah fears for his life in front of 

Elijah 

The Spirit of Jehovah in the midst of the 

assembly 

God is merciful with Israel 

Ezekiel's dry bones vision & prophesying 

Micah's prophesying 

Micah prophesied against Israel's sin 

David anointed by Samuel 

Isaiah foretells Jesus' ministry 

1 Kings 18:12 

2 Chron 20:14 

Isa 63:14 

Eze 11:5, 37:1 

Micah 2:7 

Micah 3:8 

1 Sam 16:13 

Isa 61:1 

the Spirit 

Temple's design by David was from the 

Spirit 

Isaiah's Prophecy about Jesus 

Amasai recognized David's anointing 

Ezekiel's call & visions 

Ezekiel's vision of God's glory returning 

to the Temple 

Eldad & Medad prophesied in the camp 

God gives His Spirit to chosen Elders 

(wilderness) 

Joshua to succeed Moses 

1 Chron 28:12 

Isa 32:15 

1 Chron 12:18 

Eze 2:2; 

3:12,14,24; 

8:3; 11:24 

Eze 43:5 

Num 11:26 

Num 11:17,25 

Num 27:18 

The spirit of 

Elijah 
The spirit of Elijah doth rest on Elisha; 

Elisha succeeds Elijah 
2 Kings 2:15 

thy good 

Spirit / thy 

Spirit is 

good 

God's provision of manna 

A sermon on God’s Spirit as Teacher 

Neh 9:20 

Psalm 143:10 

thy Spirit 
God's Spirit in creation 

God's Spirit is Omnipresent 

God sent prophets by his Spirit  

Psalm 104:30 

Psalm 139:7 

Neh 9:30 

 

Referencing Table 2, the Holy Spirit’s activity was limited and 

specific in the OT. The OT does not show or teach the Holy Spirit as a 

part of the triune Godhead as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

To Israel, the work and Role of the Holy Spirit were understood as an 
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extension of God himself. Manifested in temporary empowerments, 

like the Judges of Israel, or the gifting of craftsmanship in the creation 

of the artifacts of the Tabernacle. The Spirit of the Lord was given to 

Moses, the appointed elders of Israel in the wilderness, and to both Saul 

and David for the empowerment of their leadership. These are just a 

few of the examples, along with the gifting of forth-telling and 

foretelling of the prophets, the Spirit of God is seen as an extension of 

him, given in special gifting and not given as an indwelling in the 

hearts of Israel. The Tabernacle and Temple were the primary 

residences of God, other than the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of 

fire by night. God wanted to dwell in fellowship with Israel and be 

present with them as part of his covenant with them. 

The covenant requirements were part of the calling out of Israel 

through the Abrahamic Covenant. Israel as a nation failed at keeping 

the covenant for hundreds of years as can be seen in the history of the 

OT. But God remained faithful to His covenant, the OT prophets 

foretold the coming of the final king and that God would make a new 

covenant with His people. We see the beginning of these prophecies 

being fulfilled with the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

 

The Holy Spirit in the Ministry of Our Lord Jesus Christ 

The Gospels present the Holy Spirit as actively working 

through Christ during his ministry and through his Disciples for service 

as gifted to them by him. The Gospels can be viewed as a preamble to 

the Holy Spirit’s role prior to Pentecost in Acts chapter 2. The stage 

was set for the risen redeemer king to empower his Church to give the 

message of redemption and salvation to the world. But first, the 

foundational messengers and establishers of the Church needed to be 

tutored, taught, and mentored personally by Jesus himself. Table 3 

gives a summary of the role of the Holy Spirit in the Gospels.  

Table 3. Role of the Holy Spirit in the Gospels
482

 

Role Event Verse(s) 

Affirmed 

Jesus as 
The conception of Jesus was by the 

Holy Spirit. 
Matt 1:18, Luke 1:35 

                                                           
482

 Robert L. Deffinbaugh, “Acts: Christ at Work Through His 

Church, 40, The Holy Spirit in the Gospels (Appendix A)” Bible.org, August 

13, 2004, https://bible.org/seriespage/40. The Holy Spirit in the Gospels 

(Appendix A) | Bible.org. [This table’s (Table 3) summary was extracted from 

the content of Deffinbaugh’s article.] 
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God's Son Mary’s cousin Elizabeth is filled 

with the Holy Spirit when Mary was 

pregnant and visited her. 

Luke 1:41-45 

Filling John the Baptist’s father 

Zacharias at John’s birth 
Luke 1:67-79 

Simon, a man who had the Holy 

Spirit, recognized Jesus as Messiah 

at Jesus’ infant dedication. 

Luke 2:25-35 

Prophetess Anna in the temple at 

Jesus’ infant dedication prophesied 

Jesus as the Redeemer. 

Luke 1:36-38 

God the Father acknowledges his 

son Jesus at Jesus’ baptism by John 

the Baptist. 

Matt: 3:17, Mark 1:10, 

Luke 3:22, John 1:32-

33 

Led in 

Jesus' 

Ministry 

Jesus was led into the desert for 

forty days and nights where Jesus 

was tempted by the Devil. 

Matt 4:1, Mark 1:12, 

Luke 4:1 

Jesus returned from the desert in the 

power of the Holy Spirit. 
Luke 4:14 

Jesus declared his ministry and that 

he is the fulfillment of the prophecy 

in Isaiah 61:1. 

Luke 4:18 

Jesus rejoiced over the report from 

the seventy he had sent and the 

further revealing of his sonship. 

Luke 10:21-24 

John the Baptist acknowledged 

Jesus as the Savior to his Disciples. 
John 3:25-36 

Jesus proclaimed he is the 

fulfillment of Isaiah 42:1. 
Matt 12:18 

Jesus drove out demons by the Holy 

Spirit as proof that the kingdom of 

God had arrived. 

Matt 12:28 

Will 

Testify of 

Jesus as 

Savior 

 

Jesus’ words are the words of the 

Spirit. 
John 6:63. 

The work of the Holy Spirit will 

bring men to repentance. 
John 16:8-11 

Have to be born of the Spirit John 3:5-6,8 

Jesus declared that he gives new 

life, “living waters,” to all who will 

come to him. 

John 7:37-39 

Will 

Indwell 

Jesus promised to send the Holy 

Spirit to believers, to be in them 

forever. 

John 14:16-17 
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Believers The Holy Spirit will be given by 

God to all who ask for him. 
Luke 11:13 

The Holy Spirit will be the presence 

of Jesus with his followers. 
John 14:16-18 

Will 

Empower 

Believers 

The Holy Spirit will empower the 

Great Commission. 

Matt 28:19, Luke 

24:48-49, John 15:26-

27 

Will 

Guide & 

Teach 

The Holy Spirit will guide worship 

with the Father. 
John 4:23-24 

The Holy Spirit will guide 

testimony under duress. 

Matt 10:20, Mark 

13:11, Luke 12:12 

The Holy Spirit will teach and guide 

believers. 

John 14:26, John 

15:13, 16:15 

 

In the Gospels, the role of the Holy Spirit went hand in hand 

with the ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ. When the Holy Spirit 

descended and rested on Jesus at his baptism, this was testimony to 

John the Baptist, and the others present, that upon Jesus rested the full 

power and authority of God. Confirmed by God’s acknowledgement, 

“This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”
483

 And from 

that event forward the entire ministry of Jesus was in and through the 

power of the Holy Spirit. It was during Jesus’ ministry, before his 

Ascension, that he taught his Disciples about the coming of the Holy 

Spirit.
484

 He also gifted them the Holy Spirit
485

 and spoke of him as 

being part of the Godhead.
486

 It would be through the Holy Spirit that 

they, and others, would always have the presence of the Lord constantly 

with them.
487

 Jesus’ ministry was the transition from the OT work of 

the Spirit of God to the promise of the gift of the Holy Spirit that will 

dwell in the hearts of all believers as Jesus had promised. 

The Holy Spirit in the Other New Testament (NT) Books 

What the pivotal work of the Holy Spirit produced out of his 

work through the infant Church of the Book of Acts can be seen in the 

rest of the NT canon. The NT has many references to the Holy Spirit in 

the Epistles and in Revelation. To exegete each reference exceeds the 

boundaries of this research paper. The work of the Holy Spirit beyond 

                                                           
483

 Matthew 3:17, NASB. 
484

 Acts 1:8. 
485

 John 20:22. 
486

 John 15:26-27; Matt 28:19. 
487

 John 14:16-18. 
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Acts is reflected in the continuous indwelling, empowering, gifting, 

teaching, and guidance of believers. Table 4 is a summary of the role 

and work of the Holy Spirit in the rest of the NT.  

Table 4. Role of the Holy Spirit in the Rest of the NT
488

 

Role Epistle / Book Verse(s) 

Bearer of God's 

love in a 

believer's heart 

Romans Rom 5:5 

Frees from the 

law 

Romans, 2 

Corinthians 

Rom 7:6, Rom 8:2,4; 2 Cor 3:17-

18 

Gives Life and 

Peace 
Romans Rom 8:6 

Lives in all 

believers 

Romans, 

Ephesians, 2 

Timothy, 1 

Corinthians, 2 

Corinthians, 

James, 1 Peter, 1 

John 

Rom 8:9-11, Eph 1:13, 2:22, 3:16; 

2 Tim 1:14, 4:22; 1 Cor 3:16, 

6:19; 2 Cor 1:22; James 4:5; 1 Pet 

4:14; 1 John 3:24, 4:13 

Put to death the 

deeds of the body 
Romans Rom 8:13 

Grants sonship 
Romans, 

Galatians 
Rom 8:14-16, Gal 4:6 

Intercedes for 

believers 
Romans Rom 8:26-27 

Grants love, 

righteousness, 

peace, joy, unity 

Romans, 

Galatians, 

Ephesians, 

Colossians, 1 

Thessalonians 

Rom 14:13-17; 15:30, Gal 5:5, 

Eph 4:3-5, Col 1:8, 1 The 1:6 

Gives 

overflowing hope 
Romans Rom 15:13 

Sanctifies 

believers  

Romans; 

Galatians; 2 

Thessalonians, 1 

Corinthians, 1 

Peter 

Rom 15:16, Gal 5:24-25, 2 The 

2:13; 1 Cor 6:11; 1 Pet 1:2 

Spirit comes by 

Faith, not Law 
Galatians Gal 1:2-4, 14; 5:16-18 

Fruits of the 

Spirit 
Galatians Gal 5:22-23 

                                                           
488
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Gives Eternal 

Life 

Galatians, 

Ephesians, 2 

Corinthians, 

Hebrews, 1 Peter 

Gal 6:8, Eph 1:13; 2 Cor 3:6, 5:5, 

Heb 9:14; 1 Pet 3:18 

Fills believers Ephesians Eph 5:18 

Creates 

fellowship 

Philippians, 1 

Corinthians 
Phil 2:1; 1 Cor 12:12-13 

Guides worship Philippians, Jude Phil 3:3; Jude 20-21 

Warns against 

false teaching 

1 Timothy, 1 

Corinthians, 1 

John, Jude 

1 Tim 4:1-2; 1 Cor 12:3; 1 John 

4:1-6; Jude 19 

Empowers 

believers, grants 

love and self-

control 

2 Timothy, 1 

Corinthians, 2 

Corinthians 

2 Tim 1:6, 1 Cor 2:4; 2 Cor 6:6 

Reveals God 

1 Corinthians, 2 

Corinthians, 

Hebrews, 1 Peter, 

1 John, 

Revelation 

1 Cor 2:10-14; 2 Cor 3:3; Heb 

10:15-18; 1 Pet 1:12; 1 John 5:5-8; 

Rev 2:7,11,17,29, 3:6,13,22 

Gifts of Wisdom, 

Knowledge, 

Faith, Healing, 

Miracles, 

Prophecy, 

Discerning of 

spirits, Tongues, 

Interpretation of 

Tongues. 

1 Corinthians, 

Hebrews, 

Revelation 

1 Cor 12:7-11; Heb 2:4, 3:7-11, 

9:8; Rev 1:10, 3:1, 4:2,5, 5:6, 

14:13, 17:3, 19:10, 21:10, 22:17 

Inspired all 

Scripture 
2 Peter 2 Pet 1:21 

  

The activities of the Holy Spirit are prominent throughout the 

NT. Beginning with the ministry of Jesus (Table 3) and establishing the 

beginning of the Church in Acts (Table 1), the Holy Spirit continued his 

work in the early Church as evidenced in the rest of the NT (Table 4). 

It is interesting to note that in Ephesians 5:18, Paul used a 

similar word for filled by the Holy Spirit as used in Acts 2:4, in 

reference to admonishing believers to live lives of light in a dark and 

evil world. Paul wanted them to “understand what the will of the Lord 

is”
489

 and directed that believers open themselves to the Holy Spirit’s 

leading and living through them. “And be not drunk with wine, wherein 

                                                           
489

 Ephesians 5:17. 
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is excess; but be filled (plēroōsthe | πληροῦσθε)
490

 with the Spirit.”
491

 

The filling here is the idea of cramming all you can into something, 

being so completely full that there cannot be room for anything else. 

Paul’s admonishment was reminiscent of the Holy Spirit’s filling at 

Pentecost in Acts 2:4. 

Also, it is interesting to note in this verse that Paul used the 

metaphor of drunkenness. A state of being so filled with wine that it 

causes one to lose self-control. Being filled with the Spirit is to also be 

so filled up with the Spirit that it overwhelms our self-control. One 

cannot help but think of the immediate reaction by some of the Jews at 

Pentecost who thought that the 120 were drunk, “but others were 

mocking and saying, ‘They are full of sweet wine.’”
492

 Paul could very 

well have been making a correlation to Pentecost here as well. Most 

definitely his admonishment was that believers give themselves over to 

the control of the Holy Spirit in every aspect of life. The verses that 

immediately follow Ephesians 5:18
493

 are also reminiscent of how the 

infant Church in Acts, through the Holy Spirit, had a communion of 

fellowship, generosity, sharing, and subjection to one another in Christ 

as seen in Acts 4:32-37. This was all due to the work of the Holy Spirit. 

 

Similarities and Differences in the Role of the Holy Spirit in the OT 

and NT 

 

The Holy Spirit was limited in his filling and empowering of 

OT saints as opposed to how he has been given ubiquitously to all NT 

believers since Pentecost. God’s Spirit was given by him selectively in 

the OT. For example, God gave his Spirit to Joseph in his rise to 

prominence in Egypt.
494

 His Spirit was given for the establishment of 

the seventy elders to help Moses rule the sojourning nation.
495

 God 

gave his Spirit in the creation of the artifacts of the Tabernacle and the 

Ark of the Covenant to Bezalel (Exodus).
496

  God gave his Spirit to 

individuals of leadership, to do his work, as in the case of empowering 

the Judges and later in the anointing of Saul
497

 and David
498

 when the 
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kingdom was inaugurated. God gave his Spirit to David in his design of 

the temple.
499

 And the Spirit was present and active in the beginning of 

Creation.
500

 

By contrast, from Pentecost forward, God’s Spirit is given to 

all NT believers, not just some or a few, but everyone! “The Spirit 

Himself testifies with our spirit that we are children of God, and if 

children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs of Christ.”
501

 

In the textbook A Survey of the Old Testament by biblical 

scholars Dr. Andrew Hill
502

 and Dr. John Walton,
503

 the authors made 

two significant statements that should be noted about how the role of 

the Holy Spirit in the OT differed from its role in the NT. First, the role 

of the Holy Spirit in the OT was limited in function:  

The Spirit of the Lord did not explicitly indwell believers in 

Old Testament times as the Holy Spirit did after Pentecost. The 

text speaks of the Spirit’s empowering individuals. This 

empowerment was not the same as the baptism of the Holy 

Spirit and need not imply spiritual regeneration. … in both the 

Old and New Testaments, the Spirit gave people the ability or 

authority to do what they normally could not have done.
504

 

 

The second differentiator between the OT and NT was how the 

OT saint understood who the Holy Spirit was. Judaism is monotheistic, 

Israel had no concept of a triune Godhead.  

It is very likely that the Spirit of the Lord was understood by 

the Israelites, not as a separate entity, but as an extension of 

Yahweh’s power and authority. In this sense the Spirit was 

viewed as something like “the hand of the Lord” (2 Kings 3:15; 

Ezek. 1:3; 3:14, 22; et al.; cf. 1 Kings 18:46 KJV). This 

discontinuity, however, need concern only perception, not 

reality. That is, we need not doubt that the Spirit of the Lord in 

the Old Testament was actually a manifestation of the Holy 
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Spirit. Only we cannot assume that the Israelites thought in 

those terms.
505

 

This point was reflected in the names used in reference to the 

Holy Spirit in the OT as seen in Table 2: his Spirit, my spirit, Spirit of 

God, Spirit of Jehovah, the Spirit, the spirit of Elijah, Spirit of wisdom, 

thy good Spirit, the Spirit is good, and thy Spirit.  

Three Connections Between the OT and NT in Relation to 

Pentecost 

 

Biblical scholars see three major connections between the OT 

and NT in reference to Pentecost. The first connection has to do with 

the Tower of Babel. Warren Wiersbe, in his Be Series commentary on 

Acts chapter 1-12 stressed this observation: 

Pentecost was a reversal of the judgment at the Tower of Babel 

when God confused man’s language (Gen. 11:1–9). God’s 

judgment at Babel scattered the people, but God’s blessing at 

Pentecost united the believers in the Spirit. At Babel, the 

people were unable to understand each other, but at Pentecost, 

men heard God’s praises and understood what was said. The 

Tower of Babel was a scheme designed to praise men and make 

a name for men, but Pentecost brought praise to God. The 

building of Babel was an act of rebellion, but Pentecost was a 

ministry of humble submission to God. What a contrast!
506

  

God originally confused language because of the pride and 

arrogance of men in the building of the tower of Babel. Based on God’s 

reaction to the tower, men were not seeking God. They were 

acknowledging their own technical abilities. Instead of journeying out 

to populate the earth these first descendants of Noah were settling in 

proximity and choosing to embrace a common language. God’s 

intervention scattered the descendants by confusing their language and 

initiated the repopulation of the earth.
507

  

The second connection had to do with one of the prophetic 

books of the OT, the Book of Joel, from which Peter quoted on the day 

of Pentecost to the Jews witnessing the event. Hill and Walton stressed 
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that Peter’s reference to Joel’s prophecy was not a misquote or 

misunderstanding of that prophecy. 

 

The prophecy of Joel had an impact far beyond the audience 

that he personally addressed because later interpreters applied 

it directly to their own generations. This is particularly evident 

in the apostle Peter’s use of Joel’s prophecy in the birth of the 

church at Pentecost. When the Holy Spirit came on those in the 

upper room, the change that occurred in them caused quite a 

stir among the many visitors who were in Jerusalem for the 

Pentecost feast. Peter spoke up and immediately explained the 

phenomenon as a fulfillment of Joel’s prophecy found in 2:28–

32. … This citation has sometimes perplexed scholars, for it is 

difficult to see how the endowment of the Holy Spirit at 

Pentecost had much if anything to do with the “day of the 

Lord” that was addressed in Joel. Peter’s use of this passage, 

however, need not indicate that he considered the day of the 

Lord to have arrived. The apostles’ situation had two 

significant similarities with the prophecy of Joel—the 

endowment of the Spirit, and the need of the moment to call 

upon the Lord and be saved. … Peter was free to identify the 

events of Pentecost as the fulfillment of Joel in the sense that 

there were certain ways that the events of Pentecost shed some 

appropriate light on what Joel had to say, and vice versa.
508

  

Additionally, it must be noted that Peter’s explanation to the 

confounded Jews was delivered by means of the empowerment of the 

Holy Spirit. His entire sermon was a bold declaration of what God had 

just done with the arrival of the Holy Spirit that day. Under the direct 

guidance and influence of the Holy Spirit, Peter pointed to the 

prophecy of Joel as the explanation.
509

  

The third connection also has to do with prophecy, Jeremiah’s 

prophecy about the New Covenant.  

 

The early Christians believed the Jewish Scriptures provided a 

record of God’s covenant (or testament) with Israel. But 

Christians also believed God had done something new in Jesus 

Christ, and they found language to describe this in Jeremiah 

31:31–34, where the prophet speaks of God making a “new 
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covenant” (see also Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 

1 Cor. 11:25).
510

 

The NT references listed in Powell’s quote for Matt 26:28, 

Mark 14:24, Luke 22:20, and 1 Cor. 11:25 all have to do with the 

Lord’s Supper. In that event Jesus stated that his blood is the New 

Covenant. As stated in Luke, “this cup which is poured out for you is 

the new covenant in my blood.”
511

 The prophetic passage in Jeremiah 

was the declaration of the Lord about a new covenant. 

“I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with 

the house of Judah … I will put My law within them and on 

their heart I will write it … they will all know me … I will 

forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no 

more.”
512

  

This third connection was that Jesus’ sacrifice brought about 

the beginning of the fulfillment of Jeremiah’s prophecy of the New 

Covenant. The indwelling of the Holy Spirit given at Pentecost causes 

all believers to know God personally in their hearts through the New 

Covenant of the blood of Jesus. 

Has the Role of the Holy Spirit Changed Today?  

Pentecost was almost two thousand years ago. Ever since that 

event, the evidence of the promise of the Holy Spirit has persisted, 

through the centuries, in the hearts and lives of believers. Evangelicals 

acknowledge that it is the Holy Spirit who brings us to Christ and fills 

us at salvation. This role has continued in the ministry of the Church 

since Pentecost. Wiersbe notes, “It is important to note that God’s 

pattern for today is given in Acts 10:43–48: Sinners hear the Word, they 

believe on Jesus Christ, they immediately receive the Spirit, and then 

they are baptized.”
513

 

 But beyond this, do all evangelicals agree as to how the Holy 

Spirit works today in the mission of the Church? Has the role of the 

Holy Spirit changed in today’s modern Church since Pentecost? 
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Depending on a person’s denominational faith practice, the role 

of the Holy Spirit today may be viewed differently. This writer’s family 

background and faith practice has varied over a lifetime. These include: 

Latino Pentecostal (grandmother), Latino Christian Missionary Alliance 

(parents, when the author was a child), mainland USA conservative 

Baptist (when the author was adolescent), Covenant Presbyterian (post 

fundamentalist Baptist college), Non-denominational Evangelical 

(author’s parenting years), Evangelical Charismatic (today) and Latino 

American Baptist (stepmom and late father, today). The importance of 

stressing Latino was necessary because the faith practices of this 

author’s island origin, Puerto Rico, are different from the same 

practices in mainland USA. For example, American Baptists are a 

liberal denomination on the mainland. In Puerto Rico, American 

Baptists are evangelical and conservative, similar to the Latino 

Christian Missionary Alliance. Therefore, both are similar to mainland 

USA conservative Baptists.  From this writer’s background, there are 

two different beliefs about the Holy Spirit’s role in the ministry of the 

Church. One belief is that the role of the Holy Spirit in the ministry of 

the Church is as fully vital and active today as it was since Pentecost 

and the Book of Acts. The other belief is that the Holy Spirit, in the 

ministry of the Church, is restrained today. Hence the question at hand, 

has the Holy Spirit’s role changed today? 

The controversy revolves around two different theological 

views of the current role of the Holy Spirit, cessationism vs 

continualism. Dr. Sam Storms, noted biblical scholar, teacher, author
514

 

and Pastor Emeritus
515

 of Bridgeway Church, Oklahoma City, OK 

offered a concise definition of the opposing views in a Zondervan 

Academic Blog series summarizing different topics from his book, 

Understanding Spiritual Gifts, published by Zondervan: 

 

A cessationist is someone who believes that certain spiritual 

gifts, typically those of a more overtly supernatural nature, 

ceased to be given by God to the church sometime late in the 

first century AD (or more gradually through the course of the 

next few centuries). Cessationists do not deny that God can on 

occasion still perform miracles, such as physical healing. But 

they do not believe the spiritual gift of miracles or the gift of 

healing is given to believers today. Whereas “healing” still 
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exists in the life of the church, “healers” do not. God’s people 

may still experience miracles, but God no longer empowers 

“miracle workers.” A continuationist, by contrast, is a person 

who believes that all the gifts of the Spirit continue to be given 

by God and are therefore operative in the church today and 

should be prayed for and sought after.
 516

 

Dr. Sam Storms is a cessationist and his position is common 

among many non-Pentecostals and some evangelical biblical scholars. 

Cessationists also include tongues in the definition of the “overtly 

supernatural” gifts from Storms’ definition, above. Scholars like John 

MacArthur and Warren Wiersbe share cessationist positions on the role 

of the Holy Spirit today. John MacArthur’s view from his study Bible 

states: 

Miracles, healing, languages, and the interpretation of 

languages were temporary sign gifts limited to the apostolic 

age and have, therefore, ceased. Their purpose was to 

authenticate the apostles and their message as the true Word of 

God, until God’s written Word was completed and became self-

authenticating.
517

 

MacArthur further stated that tongues have ceased since the early 

Church: 

That tongues have ceased should be clear from their absence 

from any other books in the NT, except Acts. Tongues ceased to 

be an issue of record or practice in the early church, as the 

Scripture was being written. That tongues has ceased should be 

clear also from its absence through church history since the 

first century, appearing only sporadically and then only in 

questionable groups.
518

   

Warren Wiersbe made a point, in one of his commentaries on 

the Book of Acts, that the apostle Paul does not tell believers that they 

all must speak in tongues in his epistles.  

Today, the gift of tongues is not an evidence of the baptism of 

the Spirit or the fullness of the Spirit. Paul asked, “Do all speak 
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with tongues?” (1 Cor. 12:30), and the Greek construction 

demands no as an answer. When Paul wrote to his Ephesian 

friends about the filling of the Holy Spirit, he said nothing 

about tongues (Eph. 5:18ff.). Nowhere in Scripture are we 

admonished to seek a baptism of the Holy Spirit, or to speak in 

tongues, but we are commanded to be filled with the Spirit. 

Read Paul’s letter to the Ephesian church and note the many 

references to the Holy Spirit of God and His work in the 

believer.
519

  

From the continuationist perspective, Donald Gee (1891-

1966),
520

 one of the co-founders of the Assemblies of God (AoG) in the 

UK, summarized this position in his book (republished for Kindle 

2012), Concerning Spiritual Gifts: 

There is just one passage sometimes quoted that seems for a 

moment to give color to the supposition that some of the gifts 

of the Spirit are not for today. It is the statement in 1 

Corinthians 13:8: “Whether there be tongues, they shall cease.” 

It is strange that some people always fasten on tongues and 

ignore the fact that prophecy and knowledge are included; 

these folk usually have a superabundance of the latter and 

would very strongly repudiate that it had vanished away in 

their case! But this passage is plainly referring to “when that 

which is perfect is come” (verse 10), and does not refer to now, 

when we see through a glass darkly; but to then, when we shall 

see face to face (verse 12). As a matter of fact, the whole 

passage strongly proves that we should expect spiritual gifts to 

remain right up till the end of this age because their divine 

purpose will not be achieved until that which is perfect is 

come. It will be generally agreed that this is not yet.
521

 

       This controversy has no middle ground given the fact that each 

position centers around the same Scriptures as a proof text for their 

position, or that there is some silence in the NT after the Book of Acts. 
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In either case, both positions take the stand that these two attributes 

support their position, respectively. They clearly stand apart. 

So how can it be determined what the role of the Holy Spirit is 

in the ministry of the Church today? This author offers a solution by 

arguing that the facts regarding the Spirit and believers today can only 

be determined by the work of the Holy Spirit in an individual’s heart. In 

the Epistles, every believer is admonished to walk by the Spirit,
522

 live 

by the Spirit,
523

 be led by the Spirit,
524

 and pursue the filling of the 

Spirit.
525

 Paul admonishes the believers in Corinthians concerning the 

gifts of the Holy Spirit and the appropriate way to relate to what the 

Holy Spirit gives to each believer individually. He used the metaphor of 

the human body. The various parts of the body do not exist in 

competition with one another but must work in harmony to function as 

a body. The metaphor is simple yet profound. How or why would a 

hand be envious or sad that it is not a foot or an ear? It is not meant to 

be anything other than what God created it to be. The Church as the 

body of believers needs to allow each part of our corporate spiritual 

body to exist as intended, whether or not, for example, outward signs of 

the Spirit are what God has given you. 

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit. And there 

are varieties of ministries, and the same Lord. There are 

varieties of effects, but the same God who works all things in 

all persons. But to each one is given the manifestation of the 

Spirit for the common good. For to one is given the word of 

wisdom through the Spirit, and to another the word of 

knowledge according to the same Spirit; to another faith by the 

same Spirit, and to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, 

and to another the effecting of miracles, and to another 

prophecy, and to another the distinguishing of spirits, to 

another various kinds of tongues, and to another the 

interpretation of tongues. But one and the same Spirit works all 

these things, distributing to each one individually just as He 

wills. For even as the body is one and yet has many members, 

and all the members of the body, though they are many, are one 

body, so also is Christ. For by one Spirit we were all baptized 

into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, 

and we were all made to drink of one Spirit. For the body is not 

one member, but many. If the foot says, “Because I am not a 
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hand, I am not a part of the body,” it is not for this reason any 

the less a part of the body. And if the ear says, “Because I am 

not an eye, I am not a part of the body,” it is not for this reason 

any the less a part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, 

where would the hearing be? If the whole were hearing, where 

would the sense of smell be? But now God has placed the 

members, each one of them, in the body, just as He desired.
526

 

 

Conclusion 

Since the founding of the Church in Acts chapter 2, the Holy 

Spirit has been central to the building, empowerment, growth, and 

sustainment of the ministry of the Church through the centuries. Today, 

Christians are living proof that the Holy Spirit has been working in the 

hearts and lives of believers who, by faith, accepted Christ’s work of 

redemption through His death and resurrection.
527

 This is directly due 

to the work of the Holy Spirit as Jesus described and promised to his 

Disciples in Luke 24:45-53 as quoted in the Introduction. Without the 

coming of the promised Holy Spirit, the Church would not have been 

established nor persisted until today. 

As a result of exploring the Holy Spirit in the Bible, a common 

thread must be acknowledged as running throughout the entire canon of 

the Bible. This common thread is that the Holy Spirit has actively 

worked both explicitly and implicitly throughout all of Scripture. At no 

time has the Holy Spirit worked apart from the will and purpose of 

God. In the OT, we saw in Table 2 that the Holy Spirit explicitly 

worked from creation, through the flood, in the choosing of Israel, in 

the building of the Tabernacle and Temple, in the establishment of 

God’s kingdom, and implicitly in the preservation of the kingly lineage 

of the King of Kings, Jesus.
528

   

In the NT we saw the work of Christ explicitly in the power of 

the Holy Spirit (Table 3) and in his foretelling of his arrival. Implicitly 

the work of the Holy Spirit can be seen in the transformation of all who 

followed Christ during his ministry and faithfulness to their calling 

after his ascension. We saw the work of the Holy Spirit explicitly in the 

Book of Acts (Table 1) as empowerment and gifting of the apostles and 

believers, both Jews and Gentiles, in the ministry and initial 

establishment of Christ’s Church. The implicit role and action of the 

Holy Spirit intermingled throughout the Book of Acts demonstrated the 
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vital indwelling and guidance of the Holy Spirit in the infant Church. 

And in the rest of the NT, we saw in Table 4 the ongoing work of the 

Holy Spirit in his role of empowerment for living, ministry, and 

mission. We can also see the work of the Holy Spirit explicitly in the 

continuance today of his effects in our individual lives and can know 

within our hearts as believers that the role of the Holy Spirit, 

individually and corporately, is implicit in the way he guides us in 

fellowship
529

 and in truth.
530

   

 So, if all believers have the indwelling of the Holy Spirit and 

the guidance of the Holy Spirit, why is it that there is a disagreement 

among evangelical Christians about the role and extent of the Holy 

Spirit in the Church today? This writer cannot answer the question in 

finality for every reader. The points of cessationism and continualism 

are seated in what appear to be opposite theological interpretations of 

the same points in Scripture, particularly in regards to the issue of 

restrained or constricted activity. One must determine which position 

has more merit within one’s own personal convictions. But is that 

enough? Is it sufficient to flip a coin, so to speak, and pick a theological 

position that defines what we believe about the Holy Spirit being 

constrained or not in the ministry of the Church today?  

There is a final consideration that must be weighed in this 

decision. The consideration of what one personally believes about the 

Holy Spirit. Not what a person attests to, but what a person lives out in 

their walk. 

 The role of the Holy Spirit today in a believer and in the 

Church is dependent upon several decisions, one of which is whether a 

particular theological point of view employs a filter of understanding 

by which the Holy Spirit can be seen as constrained or unrestrained. It 

is with caution that this approach should be adopted because it will 

directly impact the role of the Holy Spirit in an individual’s life. This is 

where we find ourselves today and must ask a final question about the 

role of the Holy Spirit in a believer’s life and in the ministry of the 

Church today. 

Does your theological point of view put the Holy Spirit into a 

box, one wrapped as a nice little package, all tied up with completely 

defined theological limits and presuppositions on how the Holy Spirit 

can actualize in a believer and in the Church today? If so, the danger of 

this is that it could make God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit smaller than 

us. God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit are bigger than any man-made 

perception. 

                                                           
529

 Philippians 2:1. 
530

 John 16:13, 1 John 2:20. 



231  

Now you are Christ’s body, and individually members of it. 

And God has appointed in the church, first apostles, second 

prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healings, 

helps, administrations, various kinds of tongues. All are not 

apostles, are they? All are not prophets, are they? All are not 

teachers, are they? All are not workers of miracles, are they? 

All do not have gifts of healings, do they? All do not speak 

with tongues, do they? All do not interpret, do they? But 

earnestly desire the greater gifts. And I show you a still more 

excellent way.
531

 

 

If the Holy Spirit is vibrantly active in your heart and mind and 

in your passion for others and faithfulness to the Lord, then the Holy 

Spirit is certainly active in you as a member of the body of Christ, in 

His Church today. What you believe about the Holy Spirit may very 

well define how much you allow the Holy Spirit to have license to in 

your life and walk. In 1
st
 Thessalonians we are admonished not to 

quench the Spirit, 
532

 as in resisting him into silence. But rather, we are 

commanded to “walk in the Spirit.”
533

 The visibility of the work of the 

Holy Spirit in the Church today may be directly correlated to how 

much of him is embraced or to how much of him is resisted. 
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Introduction 

 

This project will explore what the Bible says about human 

death, including how to deal with grief with the provision of answers 

regarding the issue of death according to Scriptural teaching. The 

outcome for the reader will be the acquired understanding about death 

which will help Christians to deal with grief when they encounter it as a 

personal experience.  

Death as a Universal Reality 

Throughout human history, death's significance and its 

portrayal as an inescapable, universal human experience have 

profoundly influenced our cultures, beliefs, and perspectives. It serves 

as a common thread that transcends cultural, religious, and societal 

boundaries, uniting all individuals, regardless of their background or 

beliefs. This universality has given rise to the development of rituals, 

philosophies, and coping mechanisms to navigate the shared experience 

of mortality.
534

 Diverse cultures have crafted unique funeral customs, 

mourning rituals, and traditions to honor the departed and console the 

living. These practices reflect cultural values, beliefs about the afterlife, 

and strategies for managing grief.
535

 The study of death has spurred 

medical advancements, including a deeper understanding of its causes 

and methods to prolong life. This knowledge has contributed to public 

health improvements and the treatment of various diseases.
536

  

The awareness of mortality can profoundly impact individuals 

psychologically, leading to the fear of death, known as thanatophobia, 

which can shape behaviors, decisions, and life goals. Grappling with 

mortality often becomes a part of personal growth and introspection. In 

essence, death's universal and inevitable presence in the human 

experience has molded our cultures, beliefs, and philosophies. This 

influence has given rise to a rich tapestry of responses, ranging from 
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religious and spiritual interpretations to artistic expressions and 

philosophical inquiries. Thus, comprehending, and confronting death 

remains a fundamental facet of human existence. 

 

Death in World Religions 

 

When exploring the concept of death across various religions, 

one encounters a diverse spectrum of beliefs and interpretations. In 

contrast to certain religious doctrines, such as Christianity's traditional 

views, there exist perspectives that perceive death through a different 

lens. For instance, within some neopagan belief systems, death is not 

seen as a culmination or a spiritual crisis but rather as a part of an 

intricate cycle. The focus lies on embracing the harmony between the 

spiritual essence within the world and the natural progression of 

existence. This contrasts with prevalent Christian perspectives that 

often regard death as a consequence of a perceived "fall" or as an 

embodiment of imperfection. In this alternate viewpoint, death is not 

merely an end but signifies a transformation—an integral part of an 

ongoing cycle where cessation heralds the advent of renewal. 

Symbolized by a sunset and the subsequent emergence of a starry night 

sky, this perspective highlights the transition from one phase to another 

within the perpetual cycle of existence. 

This parallel understanding of death resonates with the beliefs 

in certain neopagan traditions, where the sanctity of the natural cycles 

of birth, maturity, decline, and death is revered. Samhain, a significant 

observation, exemplifies a time when the influences of death and decay 

dominate, representing a phase where life gives way to an inevitable 

conclusion.
537

 This veneration of the natural order is echoed in various 

other belief systems where death is not worshiped, but rather its place 

in the sacred pattern of existence is acknowledged and honored. This 

comparison highlights the diversity in beliefs regarding death, 

underscoring how various religions and spiritual traditions perceive and 

interpret this fundamental aspect of existence, showcasing the richness 

and complexity of human understanding across different cultures and 

faiths. 

Religions deal with death in different and varied ways, 

reflecting specific beliefs, rituals and practices. In Islam, for example, 

death is considered a passage to another life.
538

 After death, the person 
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is judged for their actions and taken to Paradise or Hell, according to 

their actions in earthly life. After death, there is a ritual washing of the 

body, prayers for the deceased and a quick burial. Belief in the 

resurrection is fundamental.
539

 

In Buddhism, death is seen as a natural part of life and is 

considered a transition to another existence.
540

 Reincarnation is a 

central concept, and death is seen as rebirth. Buddhist rituals after death 

may involve prayer, meditation, and ceremonies to aid the passing of 

the deceased's soul.
541

 

In Judaism, death is seen as part of the divine plan and is 

treated with respect and reverence.
542

 The burial is carried out as 

quickly as possible, following specific Jewish traditions. There are 

mourning rituals, such as the shiva period, in which mourners receive 

condolences and gather to pray and remember the deceased.
543

 

In Hinduism, death is seen as part of a continuous cycle of 

rebirth (samsara).
544

 Funeral rituals include cremation of the body, with 

the belief that releasing the soul from the body is fundamental to its 

journey after death. After cremation, there are ceremonies and rituals 

that vary according to regional and family traditions.
545

 

Practices and beliefs regarding death vary widely within each 

religion and can be influenced by different denominations, cultures, and 

geographic regions. The examples cited above are just a general 

overview and may vary in different religious and cultural contexts. 

 

A Biblical Perspective on the Origins of Death 

 

Part of the preparation to write about this subject was a 

conversation with Professor John Stevenson who mentioned the 

paradox with this idea: “Everybody wants to meet Jesus, but no one 

wants to die for it.”
546

 The subject of death is not very welcome as a 

topic of conversation. Therefore, the topic produces discomfort and 

reluctance to deal with the reality of death as a life experience. In 

sermons, preachers tend to paint death as a marvelous thing because, 

from a biblical perspective, those who die are going to meet the 

Creator. Sure, every Christian wants to meet Jesus in person, and that is 

only possible after death.  
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Navigating through the Bible for the purpose of learning about 

primary concepts that deal with the issue of death could help to 

alleviate the distress dealing with death when the time comes. The 

Bible mentions the fact that “people are destined to die once, and after 

that to face judgment.”
547

 It also says that from “dust you are and to 

dust you will return.”
548

 Yes, death will come. Perhaps, some readers 

have never lost someone close, but those who have will be able to 

relate to the disorienting feelings that losing a loved one causes. 

Death has always been a profound and universal human 

experience, transcending boundaries of time and culture. It is a topic 

that has been explored and contemplated by philosophers, theologians, 

and scholars throughout history. What is the significance of death in 

human history? As this project is focused on understanding death from 

a biblical perspective, it is important to examine the concept of human 

mortality and the account of death rooted in the story of Adam and Eve 

found in the book of Genesis, specifically in Gen. chapters 2 and 3. 

This narrative is foundational to the Judeo-Christian understanding of 

human mortality as linked to the consequences of disobedience to 

God's command. In summary, the first account of death happened right 

after the creation of Adam and Eve. In the early chapters of Genesis, 

God creates the first man, Adam, and places him in the Garden of Eden. 

Later, God creates the first woman, Eve, from one of Adam's ribs, and 

she becomes his partner.  

Within the Garden of Eden, God places the Tree of the 

Knowledge of Good and Evil and commands Adam and Eve not to eat 

from it. God warns them that if they do eat from it, they will surely die 

(Gen. 2:16-17).
549

 After that, the serpent, often associated with Satan, 

tempts Eve to eat from the forbidden tree. Eve succumbs to the 

temptation and eats the fruit. Eve also offers it to Adam, and he eats it 

as well, even though he was aware of God's command (Gen. 3:1-6).
550

 

As a result of their disobedience, Adam and Eve's eyes are opened, and 

they realize their nakedness. They arrange leaves to cover themselves. 

When God confronts them, they confess their disobedience. After this 

situation, God pronounces consequences for their disobedience, and 
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one of the key consequences is the introduction of physical death into 

the world. God tells Adam that he will return to the dust from which he 

was formed: "By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until 

you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are 

and to dust you will return.”
551 God expels Adam and Eve from the 

Garden of Eden to prevent them from eating from the Tree of Life, 

which would have allowed them to live forever in their fallen state.
552

 

This story is central to the understanding of human mortality in 

the Bible. It teaches that death entered the world as a consequence of 

human disobedience and sin. From a Christian theological perspective, 

this narrative also lays the groundwork for the need for redemption and 

salvation through Jesus Christ, who is often seen as the "second Adam" 

who offers the hope of eternal life to those who believe in him. 

 Based on the context mentioned above and according to F. 

Davidson
553

 and D. A. Carson,
554

 it is possible to comprehend that men 

were created as immortal living beings, however, when sin became a 

part of the life of humans, the inner glory faded away and humanity 

started to be defined by material aspects. This does not imply that 

humans ceased to be spiritual beings or lost any essential aspect of their 

nature. Instead, it means that they began living according to earthly and 

material concerns, rather than pursuing their intended higher purpose. 

The book of Genesis lays the foundation for the understanding 

of human mortality and the consequences of sin in the biblical 

narrative. It illustrates the reality of death as a result of the fallen state 

of humanity and the need for redemption and eternal life through faith 

in God. Adam and Eve’s history marks the beginning of human 

mortality, but it is only in Gen. chapter 4 that the first physical death 

occurs.  

The story of Cain and Abel was the first situation recorded of 

human death in the Bible and illustrates the consequences of sin and the 

destructive nature of jealousy, leading to the first human death.
555

 The 

genealogies in Gen. 5 provide a list of early patriarchs and their 

lifespans. While many of them lived for several centuries, it is noted 

that "and he died" follows each patriarch's name, emphasizing 

mortality.
556

 Throughout this paper, it will become clear that, building 
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upon Old Testament theology, Christianity interprets death as a journey 

to eternal life or judgment.
557

 

 

Dealing with Mortality: The Fear of Death, Grief, and Mourning 

 

Normally, people tend to ignore the issue of mortality. Some 

avoid talking about the topic, others choose just to ignore it and live as 

if there were no tomorrow. Fabricio Carpinejar is a Brazilian writer and 

has become popular in the past decade. He is the author of more than 

40 books on varied subjects such as poetry, relationship advice, 

chronicles and journalism reports, and the holder of several literary 

awards. In 2020-2021, in the middle of the COVID pandemic, he 

decided to write a book titled Later is Never,
558

 which contains several 

accounts of relationship losses and grief. In the book, he emphasizes 

the difficulty that people have in dealing with death, and the fact that 

this subject is totally ignored in everyday life:  

 

No one believes in death until it happens in the middle of their 

life, catching a person they love. Death is like the devil, it grows 

more in disbelief. Our habit is not to take it seriously due to 

overprotectiveness. Thinking about death is dying a little together, 

and being contaminated by it. In our relationships we don't talk 

about the end, we avoid talking about inheritances or insurance, we 

shake off bad feelings, we knock on wood three times. Only life 

matters, in a positive effort not to rush fatalities.
559

 

 

Fear of death can be influenced by different cultural, religious, 

and personal beliefs. For many people, it is a natural fear, as death 

represents the unknown and the end of existence. However, acceptance 

of mortality can ultimately lead to a deeper appreciation of life and a 

greater prioritization of meaningful relationships and achievements. 

This fear of death is presented in Dr. Ana Claudia Quintarana Arantes’ 

book based on treatments and experiences with people in palliative 

care. Her work as an on-call doctor became the House of Caring 

Association, a type of hospice focused on providing assistance in the 

final days of life.
560

 The aim of the association is also to teach others 
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how to take care of people who are dealing with terminal diseases or 

cases of dementia and other conditions that can affect seniors. As a 

doctor of palliative care, she made the following observation, “Faced 

with the diagnosis of a serious illness, people suffer from the moment 

the diagnosis is made. The announced death brings the possibility of a 

quick encounter with the meaning of life, but it also brings the anguish 

of perhaps not having enough time to experience this encounter.”
561

 

The fear of death is one of the deepest and most universal 

concerns of the human condition. This fear can be attributed to several 

reasons, such as the fact that it represents the great mystery about what 

happens in the after life. Uncertainty about what to expect creates 

anxiety; it also incisively implies the loss of existence. Life is familiar, 

and the unknown of death is unsettling. Relationships and connections 

with others and the world are essential to the human experience. Death 

severs these connections, which can be distressing. Cultural and 

religious beliefs play a significant role in how people perceive death. 

Fear can be aggravated or alleviated by these beliefs. Death is often 

beyond our control. This can be scary, as human beings have a natural 

desire to control their lives and their destiny. 

To face the fear of death, many people seek to understand and 

find meaning in life. This may involve setting goals, building 

meaningful relationships, and finding purpose. Furthermore, acceptance 

of mortality, although challenging, can lead to a deeper appreciation of 

life and the desire to live meaningfully. It is important to remember that 

fear of death is a common experience and, in many cases, a natural part 

of the human condition. Open conversations about death, as well as 

emotional and spiritual support, can help people deal with this fear 

healthily. Coping with the loss of a loved one is one of the most 

challenging and painful experiences human beings face. This becomes 

even more complex when we realize more acutely that all people will 

eventually die because this implies that loss is inevitable. 

 

Stages of Grief 

 

To deal with death and loss, psychologists and doctors around 

the world study and advocate informing people to help humans deal 

with death. Almost 50 years ago, motivated by curiosity and 

engagement with the experiences of her patients, Dr. Elisabeth Kubler-

Ross developed a theory worldwide known as “the five stages of grief” 

featured in her book On Death and Dying. Although the author had 

mention that her work was not created to be “a textbook on how to 
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manage dying patients” and not “intended as a complete study of the 

psychology of the dying,” the book became a reference for studies and 

discussions on grief.
562

 Kubler-Ross’ theory states that grief has five 

phases, denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance, and 

people manage to deal with those feeling in the process of a loss. She 

also mentioned that “these stages overlap, occur together, or even that 

some reactions are missed altogether.”
563

  

Based on the assumption that the fear of death is a universal 

concern and deeply rooted in the human experience, Kübler-Ross 

argues that people often go through several emotional phases when 

facing death, as mentioned. Basically, the phases consist of “denying 

the reality of death, often refusing to accept that they are facing their 

own mortality or that of a loved one,” followed by anger directed at 

various sources, including against the person who is dying, God, the 

health system, or anything that may be involved in the situation.
564

 The 

bargaining phase generates in the mourner an effort to find a way 

out.
565

 People generally make promises or try to negotiate in some way, 

seeking to postpone or avoid death, including looking for sometimes 

experimental treatments that prolong the patient's suffering. As the 

reality of the situation sets in, depression can deepen, leading to 

feelings of sadness and despair.
566

 Finally, according to the author, the 

last phase arrives, where many people come to accept death where they 

find a certain degree of peace and resolution.
567

 These phases are not 

necessarily experienced by all people or in any specific order, but they 

provide a framework for understanding the complex emotions 

associated with death. 

The five stages of grief could be referred to as an elemental 

structure, also called “monomyth,” according to the experts in the field 

of the study of grief, Jason Holland and Robert Neimeyer.
568

 The idea is 

that “closure and hope” for the person suffering with the loss could be 

possible. However, Dr. Magda Romanska explained in her article about 

the difficulties of losing a loved one, especially the problem with the 
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feeling that the person is immortal to you (as in living forever in your 

heart), though the deceased is already gone. She stated that it is not 

possible for the person grieving to be comforted in this mental state 

because the brain cannot “find” the person in the “virtual map” of the 

inner imagination.
569

 

Coping with the loss of a loved one takes time, emotional 

support, and understanding. Each individual will face the grieving 

process in a unique way, but it is essential to recognize the importance 

of allowing oneself to feel, share emotions, and seek support from 

friends, family, or mental health professionals when necessary. The 

knowledge of our mortality can remind us of the importance of valuing 

our relationships and seeking meaning in life in the midst of facing the 

challenge of losing loved ones.
570

 

Dr. Robert Neimeyer engages in a critique of Ruth Davis 

Konigsberg's work "The Truth About Grief" (2011), highlighting the 

tendency of grief theorists and researchers to uphold self-serving 

models of mourning.
571

 These models tend to overlook the innate 

resilience often present in individuals experiencing grief and raise 

questions about the effectiveness and necessity of specific types of 

grief counseling. He concludes his review of her work stating: 

 

The presumption that all loss is devastating and merits 

intervention, and the belief that treatment, whenever it is 

offered, is efficacious. But it also sometimes suffers from errors 

of commission and more often from errors of omission and 

simplification. As such, it can be counted a substantive as well 

as commercial success to the extent that it fosters, rather than 

forecloses, the reader’s curiosity about a field of scholarship 

and practice that is quickly evolving, offering surprising new 

insights and interventions relevant to grief in its adaptive and 

less adaptive manifestations.
572

 

 

Christian Redemption and Hope 

 

Accepting death is a deeply personal and emotional issue, and 

different people try to cope in different ways. Therefore, a 

multidisciplinary approach that considers religious, psychological, and 
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social elements can offer a more complete understanding of the topic. 

Grief psychology is a field of study that focuses on the emotional, 

cognitive, and behavioral reactions of people who are experiencing the 

loss.
573

 Yet, the religious resources are crucial, especially the biblical 

understanding at the core of the convictions that are part of Christian 

spirituality. Throughout the Old and New Testaments, death is treated 

as part of the human condition. However, the New Testament also 

brings the hope of eternal life through Jesus Christ, which is seen as a 

response to the separation caused by sin. For example, in Romans 6:23, 

we read: "For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal 

life in Christ Jesus our Lord." Sin introduced death into the human 

experience. Therefore, death became part of the human condition as a 

result of the fall. In short, the Bible does not talk about the creation of 

death as a specific event but describes death as a consequence of 

human disobedience and sin. In contrast to these considerations about 

the introduction of death, the New Testament also presents the hope of 

eternal life through redemption in Christ for those who have faith. 

The resurrection of the dead and eternal life are essential 

concepts in Scripture, offering hope beyond death. The idea is that 

although death is a reality for all human beings, faith in Christ leads to 

eternal life in communion with God. Therefore, the belief that 

Christians do not need to fear death is a fundamental part of Christian 

theology and is based on the Scriptures and teachings of the Christian 

faith. According to Scripture, Christians traditionally should not fear 

death. The Bible teaches that death is not the end but the beginning of 

eternal life in the presence of God. This is based on the belief that Jesus 

Christ rose from the dead and offered the promise of resurrection to 

those who have faith in Him. Passages such as John 3:16 and John 

11:25 affirm this belief in eternal life.
574

  

In summary, Christians believe that death is not an eternal 

punishment but rather a step toward redemption from sins and 

reconciliation with God. Through faith in Christ, they trust in God's 

grace for salvation and forgiveness of sins, which lessens the fear of 

judgment after death.
575

 After death, those who believed will be in the 

presence of God, enjoying peace and communion with Him. This 
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brings comfort and eliminates the fear of loneliness and the unknown 

after dying.
576

 The communion of saints is an integral part of the 

Christian faith, meaning believers believe they are united with other 

Christians, living in the afterlife in one spiritual body.  

This offers comfort and spiritual support. Christians see death 

as a short-term defeat, but resurrection as the final victory over death. 

The resurrection of Jesus Christ is seen as the guarantee that death does 

not have the last power over believers.
577

 These beliefs and teachings 

provide a solid foundation for the certainty that Christians do not need 

to fear death but, rather, can embrace it as a transition to eternal life 

with God.
578

  

 

Scriptural Examples of Suffering, Mourning and Expressions of 

Grief 

 The Bible is full of accounts of individuals who faced death 

and its challenges, offering valuable lessons for modern life. Here the 

discussion explores some of these characters, their responses, and 

victories, and how we can apply these lessons today.  

Within the Bible, the theme of suffering is approached in 

several ways, and there is a deep reflection on the nature of human 

suffering. Suffering is portrayed as an inherent reality of the human 

condition, but also as part of a larger context that includes hope, 

redemption, and purpose. Abraham faced God's painful test when he 

was instructed to offer his son Isaac as a sacrifice. Demonstrating 

unshakable faith, he obeyed God despite the anguish it caused him. 

God provided a ram as a substitute for Isaac, showing that He honors 

faith and obedience. The story of Abraham teaches us to trust God even 

in the most challenging situations, knowing that He can provide 

surprising solutions. 

Another example can be found in the book of Job. The Bible 

recognizes suffering as something present in the lives of all people. In 

the book of Job, for example, Job goes through great losses and 

suffering, questioning God about the reason for his suffering, but ends 

up finding comfort and understanding in the midst of his trials. He 

faced the loss of his health, possessions, and loved ones, questioning 

why God allowed his suffering. Still, Job maintained his faith despite 

the adversities, although he also expressed his suffering and questions 

to God. Ultimately, God restored Job's life twofold and revealed His 
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sovereignty. Job teaches us to persevere in our faith, even when we do 

not understand God's purpose in the midst of suffering. 

 The apostle Paul faced persecution and death threats in his 

mission to spread Christianity. The New Testament, especially in Paul's 

letters, disserts about the importance of finding comfort and hope even 

in times of suffering. In Romans 8:18, Paul writes, "I consider that our 

present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be 

revealed in us." The Bible also suggests that suffering can be part of 

God’s greater plan. An example is found in 2 Corinthians 12:9-10, 

where Paul talks about his "pimple in the flesh," a suffering that 

accompanies him, and how this keeps him humble and dependent on 

God’s Redemption. Paul continued his work with courage and faith, 

facing countless adversities. He saw the church's growth and wrote 

inspiring letters that make up a significant part of the New Testament. 

Paul's life teaches us to persevere in our faith, even in the face of 

opposition, and to continue serving others. 

Jesus faced death on the cross, one of humanity's most 

significant trials. He accepted God's will and offered himself as a 

sacrifice for the sins of humanity. His resurrection symbolizes victory 

over death and the promise of eternal life. Even in the face of death, 

there can be hope and redemption, and Jesus is the way to eternal life. 

Death and resurrection of Jesus Christ are central to the Christian faith. 

Jesus' crucifixion is seen as a supreme example of redemptive 

suffering. This is mentioned in several passages, such as Isaiah 53, 

where it prophesies of the Messiah suffering for the sins of many. 

While the Bible recognizes suffering as a human reality, it also offers 

comfort, hope, and purpose, often through trust in God and the quest to 

understand His greater plan. It is important to note that different 

theological interpretations and viewpoints can shape individual 

understanding of the theme of suffering within the Bible. The biblical 

references mentioned are just a few among many that address this 

complex and multifaceted subject. 

 The stories of these individuals in the Bible show us that, in the 

face of death and challenges, faith, obedience, and perseverance are 

crucial. We can apply these lessons to our modern lives by maintaining 

our faith, trusting God in difficult times, and serving others with love 

and compassion. Furthermore, we can find hope in the promise of 

eternal life through our faith in Jesus Christ, remembering that, like 

these biblical characters, we too can gain victory over life's adversities.  

However, the case that I would like to deal with in this section 

is the case of the prophet Elijah. His is a clear case of depression and 

mourning, not just for deaths, but also based on frustrations he 

experienced. The story of the prophet Elijah's depression, reported in 

the Bible in the book of 1 Kings, chapters 18 and 19, offers deep 
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insight into the emotional and spiritual condition of one of the most 

striking characters in the Old Testament. The prophet Elijah was known 

for his dedication to God, courage, and zeal to fulfill the divine will, 

but he also went through moments of deep sadness and despair. Elijah's 

depression is reported after one of the most notable events of his life, 

the confrontation on Mount Carmel with the prophets of Baal. In this 

confrontation, God demonstrated His power and protection to Elijah, 

consuming the sacrifice with fire from heaven.
579

 However, this 

spiritual victory was followed by a death threat from Queen Jezebel, 

who worshiped pagan gods and vowed to kill Elijah. Faced with this 

threat, Elijah fled into the desert, where his depression deepened.  

Some important elements of Elijah's depression include 

isolation, exhaustion, guilt, and self-blame, interaction with God, and 

spiritual renewal. Elijah isolated himself in the desert, feeling alone and 

helpless. He desired death and prayed to God asking him to take his 

life. During his escape, Elijah was physically and emotionally 

exhausted. He had walked for an extended period and faced tremendous 

spiritual pressure. Elijah expressed feelings of guilt, believing that he 

had failed in his mission and that his efforts were unsuccessful. He felt 

unworthy of God's protection. God approached Elijah on Mount Horeb, 

where he asked him a series of questions and heard his lamentations. 

This demonstrates God's compassion and patience in the face of His 

servant's affliction. God gave Elijah specific tasks, renewing his 

purpose and calling. This helped restore the prophet's confidence and 

motivation. 

Elijah's story is an example of how depression can affect even 

people who are deeply spiritual and dedicated to God. It shows the 

importance of social and spiritual support, as well as the need to take 

care of mental health. Furthermore, the story highlights God's 

understanding and compassion in the face of His children's struggles, 

offering a message of hope and spiritual renewal. It is important to note 

that the Bible does not explicitly use the term "depression" to describe 

Elijah's emotional state, but the narrative provides clear clues about the 

symptoms and emotional experience he was experiencing. Elijah's story 

continues to be a source of inspiration and encouragement for those 

facing similar emotional and spiritual challenges. 

 

Scriptural Suggestions to Deal with Suffering and Help the 

Community 
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The search for specialists, such as psychologists or mental 

health professionals, to deal with grief and other emotional difficulties 

is an attitude that finds support in the biblical perspective, as it reflects 

the search for care and help during times of distress. The Bible does not 

discourage seeking help from experts or counselors. On the contrary, it 

highlights the importance of wisdom, advice and support in difficult 

times. Proverbs 11:14 says, "Where there is no counsel the people fall: 

but in multitude of counsel there is safety."
580

 This implies that seeking 

guidance from others is wise and can bring stability and help in times 

of difficulty. 

Furthermore, the Bible emphasizes the importance of caring for 

mental and emotional health. In passages such as Philippians 4:6-7, the 

importance of prayer and seeking God's peace is mentioned, but the 

value of communicating concerns to God and seeking peace through 

various means, including through support, is also recognized.
581

 The 

work of specialists, such as psychologists, can offer practical tools, 

therapeutic techniques and a safe space to deal with the emotions and 

traumas associated with grief. They help people understand their 

feelings, develop strategies to cope with grief and learn to live with 

loss, promoting a healthy coping process. Seeking professional help is 

not a sign of a lack of faith, but rather an important step towards self-

care and the emotional healing process. God can use trained 

professionals to bring comfort, wisdom and guidance, contributing to 

the restoration and emotional strengthening of people who are 

experiencing grief. Therefore, in light of the biblical perspective, 

seeking help from experts to deal with the difficulties of grief is not 

only acceptable, but can also be a means by which God provides 

comfort and healing to people in their moments of pain and suffering. 

The Bible offers several guidelines on how to deal with grief 

and support each other during times of suffering. Christians are 

encouraged to show compassion and offer comfort to those who are 

suffering. Romans 12:15 says, "Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn 

with those who mourn." This involves being present, listening, showing 

empathy and comforting those who are going through difficult times.
582

  

The Apostle Paul enforces mutual encouragement as read in 1 

Thessalonians 5:11. He encourages Christians to “encourage one 

another and build each other up,” especially in times of difficulty. This 
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can be done through encouraging words, practical support and prayer. 

In his letter to the Galatians, Paul suggests service and practical 

support. Galatians 6:2 reads "carry each other’s burdens, and in this 

way you will fulfill the law of Christ." This involves being willing to 

help in a practical way, offering support with daily tasks, providing 

meals, taking care of specific needs and offering assistance wherever 

possible. 

Being present is also a helpful factor. Often simply being 

present, listening, and showing continued love and concern can be a 

powerful form of support. Proverbs 17:17 states: "A friend loves at all 

times, and a brother is born for a time of adversity." 

The Christian faith often points to hope in God during difficult 

times. 2 Corinthians 1:3-4 talks about the God of all comfort, who 

comforts us in all our troubles so that we can comfort others.
583

 In 

short, the Bible encourages Christians to be supportive, compassionate, 

caring, and available to support each other during times of grief and 

suffering, through words, practical actions and prayers, demonstrating 

God's love and grace in action. 

 

Suicide: The Topic Churches Never Talk About 

 

The Bible does not explicitly address the topic of suicide 

directly. However, there are passages that deal with various subjects 

related to life, death, forgiveness and hope, which, in some cases, are 

associated with issues involving depression/suicide.
584

 Experiencing the 

aftermath of a loved one's death by suicide is an immensely challenging 

journey for survivors.
585

 The stigma attached to suicide often leaves 

them grappling with feelings of shame, embarrassment, and a sense of 

isolation. Instead of finding solace and communal support through 

funeral rituals, survivors might find themselves excluded or 

marginalized, exacerbating their sense of loss and depriving them of 

crucial avenues for comfort and solidarity during their grieving process.  

Moreover, the social support that individuals typically receive 

after a suicide is notably lacking compared to other types of death.
586

 

Friends and colleagues, feeling uncertain and uncomfortable, may 
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withdraw from interactions with those closest to the deceased, 

inadvertently leaving the survivors feeling abandoned during their most 

vulnerable moments when they most desperately seek solace and 

understanding. For parents who have lost children to suicide, the 

mourning process is compounded by heightened fears and anxieties. 

They grapple with the constant worry that their other children might 

follow a similar path, leading to an overwhelming sense of vigilance 

and fear when disciplining or correcting their remaining children. 

These parents navigate a constant struggle between trying to protect 

their children and battling with the fear that their actions could 

inadvertently lead to more tragedy.  

The impact of suicide on the family extends deeply into the 

emotional landscape of individual family members. Children left 

behind after a parent's suicide may grapple with severe emotional 

turmoil, feeling a sense of unworthiness or rejection, which can 

profoundly impact their sense of self-worth and identity formation. The 

complex emotions associated with the suicide of a parent can even lead 

to destructive behaviors, such as overidentification with the deceased 

or, in extreme cases, attempts at suicide by the bereaved. The 

anniversary of the parent's death, the method used, or even the location 

can become haunting triggers, emphasizing the depth of emotional 

distress and the struggle to cope.
587

 Furthermore, the dynamics within 

the family unit can suffer as the truth surrounding the suicide may be 

hidden or not openly acknowledged.  

This secrecy leads to a lack of open communication among 

family members, fostering anger and bitterness when the truth 

eventually surfaces. Encouraging honest conversations about suicide 

within the family becomes crucial, as it not only allows for truthful 

processing of grief but also fosters trust and healthy relationships 

among family members, providing a foundation for effective coping 

mechanisms and mutual support.
 588

 

It is important to emphasize that the Bible does not offer a clear 

position on the eternal destiny of people who committed suicide. The 

main Christian teaching is about salvation through faith in Jesus Christ 

and His redemptive work on the cross. Salvation is based on God's 

grace and mercy, not specific actions, and as per this author 

understanding, including suicide. 

The Bible talks about the forgiveness of sins through Christ. 

John 3:16 highlights that the love God has for those who believe is 

supreme, and this could suggest the breadth of God's love and 

forgiveness surpasses the sins. The Bible emphasizes that only God has 

                                                           
587

 Cook and Oltjenbruns, Dying and Grieving, 472. 
588

 Ibid., 436-439. 



249  

the full knowledge and authority to judge people's hearts and 

circumstances. Romans 14:7, 8 states that everyone must be fully 

convinced in their own mind, remembering that God is the one who 

judges.
589

 Also, the Bible talks about God's mercy and compassion. 

Psalm 103:8 says, " The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to 

anger, abounding in love." This passage suggests God's compassionate 

nature toward those who are suffering. 

It is important that, when faced with someone's suicide, there is 

compassion, empathy and care for the bereaved survivors, without 

judgment or condemnation. The church and Christians must offer 

support, understanding, and assistance to people who are suffering or 

facing mental issues, encouraging the search for professional help and 

emotional support. It is common to see on social media some pastors 

judging or stating that they would not participate or preach in those 

memorial ceremonies, only making the family suffer more.  

The biblical approach to dealing with suicide should be marked 

by compassion, love, and trust in God's mercy, while recognizing the 

complexity of these situations and the need for care for those who 

suffer. Dealing with the family of someone who has committed suicide 

requires a compassionate, loving, and grace-filled approach, especially 

in light of a biblical perspective.  We are called to show genuine 

compassion and empathy toward the grieving family which involves 

listening carefully, offering emotional comfort, and being present 

without judgment. In Romans 12:15, the Bible encourages us to ‘weep 

with those who weep.’
590

 Avoid making hasty judgments or expressing 

opinions about the deceased or the situation is substantial. The Bible 

teaches about forgiveness and understanding and urges us not to judge 

lest we be judged.
591

  

A great step to be made is to be available to help the family 

with practical needs, such as arranging a funeral, taking care of day-to-

day tasks or simply being there to provide emotional support, as 

mentioned before. Pray for the bereaved family, asking God for 

comfort, peace and consolation. Consistent prayer can be a powerful 

source of strength and comfort, and is an act of love and compassion, 

especially when remembering that grief often does not go away 

quickly.
592

 Continue offering support and love to the family after the 
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first few days of grief. Be willing to listen, to be present and to help as 

needed, even after the immediate impact of suicide has passed. 

It is important to understand that each situation is unique, and 

the grieving and healing process for the family of someone who has 

committed suicide can be extremely challenging. Offering love, 

compassion, and practical support are essential ways to express the love 

of Christ and share the grace and hope found in the Christian faith. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Human beings die. However, this was not supposed to be a 

reality in God’s creation. We were created in His image, and He is 

Eternal. Yet, we must face the certainty of death head-on, according to 

John Piper.
593

 He emphasizes the need to address death regularly, not 

just when it is unavoidable but also during times when it seems distant, 

to ready people for its arrival. He highlights two reasons for this 

strategy: firstly, death remains an integral part of life, influencing 

relationships, daily news, and personal encounters. Secondly, he 

underscores Christianity's unique perspective on death, providing 

remarkable hope compared to other belief systems that lack positive 

views. The primary focus revolves around Jesus Christ, particularly His 

death and resurrection. Christ's death lies at the core of the Christian 

faith, serving as the pinnacle of His achievements and forming the 

foundation of the gospel message. Although Jesus died, He is presently 

alive! This truth demands a continuous and profound contemplation of 

death as it intricately links with the gospel's core message following 

Christ.
594

  

Piper encourages pastors to address death even when people 

might evade the topic. He believes ministers who genuinely engage 

with the reality of death will be sought out for guidance and support. 

He emphasizes Christ's role in conquering death, transforming its 

meaning for believers.
595

 However, is this supposed to be applied only 

in the lives of pastors? What about the body of Christ? Christ brought 

hope amidst sorrow, turned death into a passage to paradise, refined 

faith, assured the acquisition of God's glory, and redefined death as a 

homecoming. Moreover, Christ offered fellowship with God, promised 

eternal life, and restructured death as an act of worship. Rejecting this 

message would essentially mean rejecting the Son of God and the 
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salvation offered through His sacrifice. It urges a steadfast commitment 

to sharing the gospel's hope despite the unavoidable reality of death. 

The Bible teaches that death entered the world as a result of 

sin.
596

 However, for believers, death is not the end, but rather the 

transition to eternal life. The text in 1 Corinthians 15:54-57 proclaims 

victory over death through Jesus Christ. He conquered death through 

His resurrection, offering hope and eternal life to those who believe in 

Him. 

 

When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, 

and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written 

will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in victory. 

“Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your 

sting?” The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the 

law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our 

Lord Jesus Christ.” 

 

The Bible talks about the afterlife for believers as a state of 

communion with God. In passages such as John 11:25-26, Jesus states, 

"I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will 

live, even though they die; and whoever lives by believing in me will 

never die." Christians can grieve but grieve with hope. 1 Thessalonians 

4:13-14 refers to the mourning of believers with the hope of the 

resurrection, “Brothers and sisters, we do not want you to be 

uninformed about those who sleep in death, so that you do not grieve 

like the rest of mankind, who have no hope. For we believe that Jesus 

died and rose again, and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus 

those who have fallen asleep in him.” Although grief is a natural 

reaction to the loss of loved ones, Christians are encouraged to grieve 

with hope, as death is not the final end. 

Given this biblical perspective, Christians are called to view 

death as part of the human journey, but not as the ultimate end. Instead, 

it is seen as a transition to an eternal existence in the presence of God 

for those who have placed their faith in Christ. Therefore, dealing with 

death in light of a biblical perspective involves facing grief with hope, 

trusting in the promise of eternal life through Jesus Christ, and finding 

comfort in the certainty of resurrection for those who are in Christ. 
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WOMEN OF THE NEW TESTAMENT:  

HOW WOMEN CONTRIBUTED TO THE EARLY CHURCH 

Kim White 

Master of Divinity Candidate 

 

Introduction 

The Bible includes many examples of men and women (to a 

lesser extent) who were integral in God’s plan for humanity. From 

Adam and Eve to the various prophets and disciples, men and women 

played important roles throughout biblical history. In the beginning, 

“God created mankind in His own image, in the image of God He 

created them; male and female He created them.”
597

 Consequently, it is 

clear God intended for men and women to fulfill His purpose and that 

each would have a role in that purpose. Although scholars, theologians, 

religious leaders, and believers do not question the imago Dei, there has 

been significant debate historically (which continues to current times) 

about the role women have had and/or should attain in ministry.  

There are doctrinal distinctions that exist surrounding what 

men and women are allowed to do within the context of ministry which 

align with one of two points of view. The complementarian view is 

summarized in John P. Lathrop’s essay, “Egalitarianism and Biblical 

Authority,” in which he quotes a passage from the Council on Biblical 

Manhood and Womanhood (CBMW). CBMW states, “In the church, 

redemption in Christ gives men and women an equal share in the 

blessings of salvation; nevertheless, some governing and teaching roles 

within the church are restricted to men.”
598

 Conversely, the website of 

Christians for Biblical Equality (CBE) which represents the egalitarian 

perspective states that, “CBE exists to promote the biblical message 

that God calls women and men of all cultures, races, and classes to 

share authority equally in service and leadership in the home, church, 

and world. CBE’s mission is to eliminate the power imbalance between 

men and women resulting from theological patriarchy.”
599

 The debate 

continues today, resulting in churches and individuals experiencing 
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considerable discord around the subject leading to disaffiliation and 

irreparable damage to churches and followers. 

There are a plethora of books, essays, public discussions, and 

teachings covering extensively these doctrinal distinctions with specific 

corresponding exegesis and hermeneutical overviews. However, the 

purpose of this paper will not be to venture into that territory. Instead, I 

will focus on the impact of women in the New Testament during and 

following Jesus’s ministry, and what impact certain women made on 

the early church in the early Parousia period. Ultimately, the reader will 

be able to envision how certain women during this time were perfectly 

placed, preferred, and positioned to participate in and promote the 

ministry of Jesus during His ministry and in the early church. The 

reader should also note my commentary is derived from an egalitarian 

perspective as Lathrop notes, “We hold on to the egalitarian position 

because we believe that it best represents the teachings of the 

Scriptures, which were given by the inspiration of God (2 Tim 3:16-

17).”
600

  

I will examine the content of various scriptures primarily 

within the books of Luke and John, as well as Paul’s letter to the 

Roman’s. Emphasis will be placed on women who had considerable 

impact during the time of Jesus or were instrumental in their influence 

on and contributions to the early church following Jesus’s resurrection. 

The women included in this essay will be Mary of Nazareth, Mary 

Magdalene, the woman at the well, and Phoebe. According to Mark 

Allen Powell in Introducing the New Testament: A Historical, Literary, 

and Theological Survey, “The number and prominence of the women 

mentioned in Romans 16 is striking: ten are mentioned in verses 1, 3, 6, 

7, 12, 13, 15. Three of these are especially noteworthy,”
601

 which is 

why one is among those noted in this paper. There were certainly others 

named and unknown who were with the disciples (Luke 8: 1-3; 24:10-

11, for example
602

), and who led in other ways during the early church 

but given the brevity of this submission only those noted earlier will be 

covered. 
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Women Making Their Mark 

In an important book entitled Women in the Mission of the 

Church, Leanne Dzubinski and Anneke Stasson note that, “The New 

Testament shows that women were involved as leaders in the church 

from the earliest days.”
603

 They served in a variety of roles including 

those noted in Ephesians 4:11, “So Christ Himself gave the apostles, 

the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors, and teachers.” These gifts 

were neither determined nor restricted by gender. And to reiterate, this 

discussion will not include arguments justifying the inclusion of 

women in ministry or within the church. However, we must recognize 

the important roles women played historically and highlight their roles 

in the ministry of Jesus, and in the development of the early church. 

 

Consider Mary 

It is evident from the New Testament that, “Jesus loved 

women, and women were an integral part of His ministry from the very 

beginning.”
604

 Consider the birth of Jesus - He was born of a woman, 

who carried Him physically for the same period characteristic of a 

normal pregnancy. F. Scott Spencer, a New Testament scholar and 

author of Salty Wives, Spirited Mothers and Savvy Widows, suggests 

that:  

 

When the biblical God elects someone for special service 

through some form of audiovisual revelation, negotiations 

seem fatuous, resistance is futile. It is better for everyone, 

including God, presumably, if the ‘chosen one’ embraces the 

divine call with joyful obedience from the outset. But that’s not 

necessary: God always gets God’s “man” in the end. God’s 

authority prevails to enlist God’s agent.
605

 

He continues when presenting Mary’s unusual selection for her divine 

role. He compares her to other women who were called to “carry out 

some significant duty… (they) tend to be older, barren subjects selected 

to bear children (at last) – specifically, important sons in Israel’s 
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history.”
606

 He states that Mary is specifically chosen against the 

backdrop of what was the woman’s characteristically “limited agency 

in the bible.”
607

  

Mary’s story is juxtaposed against another woman in the 

related story of Jesus’s birth – Elizabeth, the mother of John. Elizabeth 

was older (as was Zechariah, her priest husband) and was barren when 

her husband was visited by the angel, Gabriel. He informed Zechariah 

his wife would become pregnant (Luke 1: 5-23). Zechariah expressed 

his disbelief and suffered the severe consequence of his lack of faith by 

being rendered mute by Gabriel for many days. Readers of the Bible 

will recall the significance of John’s birth story. This was evidenced 

later during Elizabeth’s pregnancy when the fetus leaped in utero as she 

came in the presence of Mary and the holy baby within her. The 

ministry of an adult John was critical during the period before Jesus 

began His ministry. John’s role was “to make ready a people prepared 

for the Lord” (v. 17b); he baptized Jesus before His ministry was 

launched (Mat. 3:13-17), and John continued to speak against sin 

irrespective of an individual’s status, which ultimately contributed to 

his death (Matthew 14:6-10). 

 In review of Mary’s own encounter with the angel Gabriel, we 

know it too was miraculous – or perhaps it would be best called a 

daunting opportunity. Mary was a young teen, had not been with a man, 

and was betrothed to Joseph, who was in the lineage of King David and 

the father of many nations, Abraham (Matthew 1:1-16). When 

considering two notable births - Isaac and John - the women were of an 

older age, prayed desperately for a child, and God eventually granted 

those prayers; the births were a part of His bigger plan for humankind. 

Mary, however, did not pray for the visitation or a child. Additionally, 

she appeared suspicious of the encounter, which is evident from her 

reticence at the angel’s appearance (“Mary was greatly troubled at his 

words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be,” Luke 1:29). 

Spencer notes that her initial response to Gabriel’s assertion that she 

would become pregnant by the Holy Spirit, is not that of someone who 

initially sees this visitation as something divine. Spencer says, “Mary is 

not at all sure this is a blessed event.”
608

 She even wondered out loud, 

“How will this be…since I am a virgin?” (v. 34). Spenser further 

describes Mary’s reaction this way: “In sum, as an ordinary young 

woman, Mary accepts God’s claim upon her life as a willing 

follower…though not without doubts, desires, and demurrals 
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appropriate to a freethinking agent.”
609

 Later she sings a song, the 

Magnificat, where she acknowledged the implications of bearing the 

Messiah which would usher in a “great reversal” and divine 

reconciliation. She sings, “His mercy extends to those who fear Him, 

from generation to generation. He has brought down the rulers from 

their thrones but has lifted up the humble. He has filled the hungry with 

good things but sent the rich away empty” (vv. 50, 52-53). Mary 

recognized even in her youth the magnitude of accepting the role of 

Jesus’s mother, not only for all the people like herself (humble, lowly in 

status), but for generations to come. Additionally, Spencer indicates 

that, “Mary still emerges as a dynamic dramatis persona, a 

participatory agent in God’s redemptive drama.”
610

  

What is important to note is, “God the Father could have sent 

His Son in the world in any number of ways, but God chose 

childbirth…Mary carried the Son of God in her womb…(she) birthed 

him, nursed him, reared him, and urged him to do his first 

miracle…Mary was Jesus’s first teacher and first disciple.
611

 Mary’s 

role is undeniably important in the Christology. Joseph A. Fitzmeyer is 

quoted in Dorothy A. Lee’s (Professor at Trinity College, Melbourne) 

The Ministry of Women in the New Testament as writing “She is, in 

effect, the first Christian in Luke’s narrative, the first to believe in, and 

respond wholeheartedly to, God’s calling” (1:26-38).
612

 She was 

divinely picked for this holy purpose.  

 

The Other Mary – of Magdala 

 As mentioned earlier, among the disciples of Jesus were 

women (Luke 8: 1-3). Lee notes that while Jesus was proclaiming the 

good news of the gospel, those accompanying Him “fall into two 

parallel groups: the Twelve and Galilean women.”
613

 Lee also quotes 

Carla Ricci, author of Mary Magdalene and Many Others writes, 

“There is an inner group of men and an inner group of women who 

continue to follow Jesus and engage in ministry with Him throughout 
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his career.”
614

 She also notes that the women are a part of the 

discipleship team and provide reciprocal ministry support to Jesus and 

the others out of their own resources.
615

 Finally, Ricci indicates, “Mary 

Magdalene is the leader of the inner group of women.”
616

 But who is 

Mary Magdalene? 

 Nijay K. Gupta, professor of New Testament at Northern 

University, indicates in his book, Tell Her Story, that Mary’s last name 

is not a proper name but refers to a place, Magdala, which was her 

hometown.
617

 She was among women who had been “cured of evil 

spirits and diseases” (Luke 8:2); Mary was “from whom seven demons 

had come out” (v. 2b). Gupta acknowledges that not much is known 

about Mary of Magdala, except he points out that her name is 

mentioned in each one of the Gospels. Additionally, once she was 

delivered from the demons’ possession she followed Jesus throughout 

His ministry, and likely helped fund His ministry out of her own 

resources (Luke 8:3). She was one of the women who joined Jesus’s 

mother as He died on the cross and was one of the first women to see 

Him once He was resurrected. Gupta includes a quote from W.D. Davis 

and Dale C. Allison who stated what Mary told the disciples describing 

what she had seen:   

 

The Gospel of John picks up the story of Mary Magdalene’s 

commission. She arrived and proclaimed, “I have seen the 

Lord!” (Jn 20:18). And then she reported what Jesus said to her. 

In Eastern Christianity, Mary Magdalene is hailed isapostolos, 

equal to apostles (as in “another apostle”), because of her 

pivotal witness.
618

 

 

Gupta further states that Mary “was a woman who responded well to 

Jesus’s healing power and stuck with Him to the bitter end (even after 

the Twelve fled, scattered, and hid).”
619

 And, ultimately, Jesus honored 

her faithfulness by commissioning her to be of the first to “testify about 
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His living power and lordship.”
620

 Sr. Christina Shenk, co-founder of 

Future Church, in her work Crispina and Her Sisters: Women and 

Authority in Early Christianity, adds her view of Mary’s role this way: 

 

All four gospels show Mary of Magdala leading the other 

women disciples in accompanying Jesus to his death, anointing 

and burying his body, viewing the empty tomb, and 

experiencing his risen presence. That the message of the 

resurrection was first given to women is regarded by scholars 

as significant evidence for the historicity of the resurrection 

accounts.
621

  

 

Finally, Lee pinpoints the uniqueness of Mary’s role by saying, “the 

mother of Jesus, Mary Magdalene, and the other Galilean women 

present at Pentecost are the first women to receive the gift of the Spirit, 

which ensures their shared vocation with men in the church’s 

mission.”
622

 Mary Magdalene was perfectly positioned to be a part of 

the Good News testimony during a dark and uncertain time. Luke’s 

rendering of this woman’s story elevates her from a possessed outcast 

to a delivered hero. 

 

The Woman at the Well 

 One of the stories in the Gospel of John is of the woman at the 

well (John 4:1-30). It is unique in many ways. The scriptures indicate 

that Jesus was on His ministry journey, and that He “had to go through 

a town in Samaria called Sychar” (v. 5a). Tired and thirsty, He 

approached Jacob’s well and sat down at midday. There a Samaritan 

woman approached to draw water who He asked to provide Him with a 

drink of the water. On the surface, there is nothing particularly unusual 

about this encounter. However, in the historical and cultural context of 

the time, Jewish and Samaritans held animosity towards one another. 

Both claimed for various reasons to be the “true Israelites,” that is, for 

reasons related to origin, the scriptures they recognized, and to their 

practices, and beliefs.
623

 Although the Gospels illustrate a diversity of 

people with whom Jesus engaged, given the very difficult history 

between the Jews and Samaritans, this interaction was unexpected (as 

the arriving disciples quietly contemplated). The woman was 

                                                           
620

 Ibid.  
621

 Christine Schenk, CSJ, Crispina and Her Sisters: Women and 

Authority in Early Christianity (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2017) 9. 
622

 Lee, The Ministry of Women in the New Testament, 62. 
623

 Powell, Introducing the New Testament, 42. 



260  

overwhelmed and distraught from the beginning of this conversation, 

and was amazed, evident when she said, “You are a Jew, and I am a 

Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink? (For Jews do not 

associate with Samaritans)” (John 4:9). To add more intrigue to the 

conversation, Jesus revealed He knew a great deal about the woman’s 

living arrangements and personal history. Upon asking her to “call (her) 

husband and come back” (v. 16), she confessed she did not have a 

husband. Jesus stated He knew that she was not living with one who 

held the position of “husband”, and that her history included five 

husbands. She was surprised by how much He knew and realized that 

Jesus was no ordinary Jew. She acknowledged as much when stated in 

verse 19, “Sir,” the woman said, “I can see that you are a prophet” (v. 

19). Jesus finally revealed He was the Messiah by saying, “I, the one 

speaking to you – I am He” (v. 26). 

 The revelation of all the woman had experienced that day left 

her with no other choice – she left “her water jar…went back to the 

town and said to the people, ‘Come, see a man who told me everything 

I ever did. Could this be the Messiah?’” Lee notes that when this 

woman shared the revelation of Jesus being the Messiah, her action was 

“an affirmation of the woman’s apostolic role in bringing a village to 

discover Jesus as the giver of living water.”
624

 What is most remarkable 

about what follows this “well experience” is that,  

 

The disciples, who will inherit the same mission, are still 

uncomprehending at this point, without any idea of the 

enormous gender and racial barriers that have been overcome 

in this conversation. They do not as yet comprehend that Jesus 

does not regard the woman as unclean but rather as worthy of 

an apostolic calling.
625

 

 

The visit to the well by Jesus was neither a random stop along His 

travels, nor was it one that He used to show a woman how her life was 

wrought in sin. S. J. Nortje states in “The Role of Women in the Fourth 

Gospel”, that “(H)e has a universal ministry in mind beginning with the 

Samaritans…Considering the narrative as a whole it is clear that the 

woman is allocated the role of emissary of Jesus to her people.”
626

 This 

woman, despite her desperate and questionable social and marital 
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status, became one of the first evangelists because she was in the right 

place, at the right time for the right purpose.  

 

Phoebe – Paul’s Trusted Proxy
627

 

 In their article, “Paul’s Most Beloved Letter was Entrusted to a 

Woman,” scholars McNutt and Peeler at Wheaton University provide a 

thoughtful synopsis of Phoebe, whom Gupta calls Paul’s “trusted 

proxy”, for her role of delivering what is known as the Pauline letter to 

the Romans. Before introducing this important figure, the authors 

remind us of Paul’s ministry and famous “letter writing campaigns” of 

which the one to the Romans was counted. In addition, McNutt and 

Peeler share: 

 

As he reaches the end of his weighty theological letter, his tone 

becomes incredibly personal. He mentions 29 people, greeting 

28 of them and commending one: Phoebe. To commend 

someone is to vouch for them, stand with them, attest that they 

can be trusted. Paul throws his apostolic weight behind 

Phoebe.
628

  

 

It should be noted that many theologians consider this letter to the 

Romans of great importance because of the audience to whom it was 

written. Powell further indicates that this letter was responsible for 

notable conversions to the faith, including that of Augustine for 

influencing Martin Luther, and based on his commentary concerning 

the subject, for leading John Wesley to salvation.
 629

 All three were 

powerhouse leaders of Christian faith.  

While this letter may not be the first of those written by Paul 

following his ministry’s commencement,
630

 it is considered one of the 

most important. The letter reveals God’s righteousness; the revelation 

of God’s justification by grace; the obedience this grace requires (to 

God and surprisingly, to the government); the availability of salvation 

to all (Jews and Gentiles equally); God’s faithfulness to the Jewish 

remnant; and, the accommodation for the weak.
631

 Given the letter’s 

significance, Paul trusting Phoebe to be the carrier, reader, and expert 
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on-site to answer any questions or provide interpretive responses is 

remarkable considering the cultural context of the time and how 

women were generally perceived. 

 So, who is Phoebe? Luke noted her hometown “is Cenchreae, 

the eastern seaport of Corinth” (Acts 18:18), some thousand kilometers 

southeast of Rome.
632

 There is no mention of a husband, and the fact 

that she could travel on her own suggests she had the resources to do 

so. It is evident Paul had respect for Phobe and thought highly of her. 

Romans 16:1 reveals this regard when Paul states, “I commend to you 

our sister, Phoebe, a deacon of the church in Cenchreae.” At this point, 

a brief description of the word “deacon” is warranted. The Greek word 

diakonos has been exegeted as our current word for deacon. Some 

translations have used “servant,” or “deaconess,” as translations of the 

word, although scholars point out the feminine version of deacon is not 

found in the Greek language. While Phoebe’s role has been relegated to 

a lesser role of a servant or helper, it is important to note that the word 

diakonos was used to describe Jesus, “a servant of God ministering…as 

a part of God’s grand plan.”
633

 McNutt and Peeler add the following:  

 

Although Paul paired Phoebe’s name with the masculine form 

of “servant” (diakonos), the term was quickly feminized to 

“deaconess” by church tradition. Importantly, both John 

Chrysostom and Origen interpreted Phoebe’s mention in 

Romans as evidence that women were ordained to the 

particular church office of deacon.
634

 

 
The authors continue with the discussion of Phoebe’s role including 

that of a prostatis. The word is unique to the New Testament but in the 

Roman setting it was defined as “leader”. Gupta adds, “A prostasis was 

someone who stepped in with resources and influence to aid someone 

in need. Phoebe was (a) benefactor; Paul and many others were 

recipients.”
635

 Though scholars and theologians differ on the extent of 

Phoebe’s role beyond delivering this Romans letter, there is less 

disagreement on how Paul viewed her. It is clear he entrusted her with 

an important responsibility, and whether she read th letter or was on 

hand to answer questions (as N.T. Wright suggested in an interview 

with a church leader in San Diego
636

) that mere act positioned her in 
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history as a testimony to the mutual role women like her played 

alongside of men, in the New Testament and early church. Phoebe was 

preferred based on her position in ministry and placed in history as an 

esteemed woman to one of the important ministry leaders of the time. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 There were several women of note recorded throughout the 

New Testament who were preferred, placed, and positioned in a variety 

of ways to facilitate the ministry of reconciliation Jesus came to 

complete. There were only four mentioned in this brief paper. Each one 

has been the subject of pages and chapters extending beyond those 

here. I chose the women for a few reasons. First, they were all “single” 

at the time they were called to fulfill their role for the misseo Dei. 

Second, they were all strong women who clearly made a choice to 

fulfill that mission, in many cases at the exclusion of their male 

counterparts. Third, their contributions were recorded within the 

context of a culture that did not always value or recognize the woman’s 

role. Fourth, each story (including those not mentioned here) was 

scrutinized, sometimes changed (as in the name of Junia to the 

masculine Junias which did not exist in the Greek language, or as in the 

use of a feminized word diakonos) to make them more palatable to 

male philosophers, early church leaders, and scholars. The New 

Testament writings identify these women, giving evidence of the 

integral role they played in the ministry of Jesus, the disciples (such as 

Paul) and in the lives of believers. Finally, while the roles of women 

overall are less prominent (their names not mentioned) in the scriptures, 

those who were illuminated and mentioned repeatedly should give 

women (and men) encouragement about the power of faithfulness and 

obedience to God’s plan.  

The review on women of the New Testament reminds me of 

what God’s perfect plan was from the beginning: “Let us make 

mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the 

fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the 

wild animals…” (Gen 1:26a). While the Fall nearly disrupted God’s 

original plan (temporarily), Jesus came to return the mutuality and 

shared responsibility of leadership, not from positions of rank and 

authority, but of humility, unity, and service. Although many of the 

stories surrounding the impact of women of our faith I did not learn 

through the pulpit, this examination (among other recent academic 

exposures) reaffirms for me that I am a part of God’s plan too. 

                                                                                                                               
https://churchleaders.com/news/371359-what-does-the-bible-say-about-
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MARY OF BETHANY’S ANOINTING OF CHRIST:  

A WOMAN’S PERCEPTIVE ACT 

Sharon Caswell 

Master of Arts in Biblical Studies Candidate 

 

Introduction 

 
3 
And while he was at Bethany in the house of Simon the leper, 

as he was reclining at table, a woman came with an alabaster 

flask of ointment of pure nard, very costly, and she broke the 

flask and poured it over his head. 
4 
There were some who said 

to themselves indignantly, “Why was the ointment wasted like 

that? 
5 
For this ointment could have been sold for more than 

three hundred denarii and given to the poor.” And they scolded 

her. 
6 
But Jesus said, “Leave her alone. Why do you trouble 

her? She has done a beautiful thing to me. 
7 
For you always 

have the poor with you, and whenever you want, you can do 

good for them. But you will not always have me. 
8 
She has 

done what she could; she has anointed my body beforehand 

for burial. 
9 
And truly, I say to you, wherever the gospel is 

proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told 

in memory of her” (bold mine). Mark 14:3-9 ESV 

 

  “Probably, she intended no more than to show the great honour 

she had for him before all the company, and to complete his 

entertainment.”
637

 

 

“Our Lord here, of course, alludes to the spices and ointments 

with which the Jews wrapped up the bodies of their dead before their 

burial. Not that this was what Mary intended. She could hardly have 

dreamed of his death and burial so near at hand. But she was moved by 

the Holy Spirit to do this, at this particular time, as though in 

anticipation of his death and burial.”
638

 

 

These excerpts come from two well-known commentaries: 

Matthew Henry’s Commentary and the Pulpit Commentary 

respectively. They assert that the woman (identified as Mary of 
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Bethany in John’s account
639

) did not know, in fact “could hardly have 

dreamed” that she was anointing Christ for burial.  

This paper will argue that despite the Twelve’s lack of 

discernment that Jesus’ death was imminent, Mary likely understood 

what she was doing, and therefore her anointing of Jesus was 

recognized as a prophetic act by Christ, not deemed a prophetic act. 

Mary’s posture as a disciple in Luke, and her designation as a disciple 

by the early church father, John Chrysostom, archbishop of 

Constantinople, will be explored. A brief examination of several other 

women in the gospel accounts will show that women were often the 

first to understand and act on their faith. Because God repeatedly 

granted wisdom and insight to women in the gospel accounts, Christian 

leadership in both ecclesiastical and academic settings will be exhorted 

to value the unique understandings and insights God has entrusted to 

women. Who was Mary of Bethany? How could she have known she 

was anointing Jesus’ body for burial?  

 

Mary of Bethany: A Disciple 

 

Why is identifying Mary as a disciple of Jesus important when 

drawing conclusions about her act of anointing Jesus for burial? It is 

because her status as a disciple laid the foundation for her 

understanding.  

Mary first appears in the Gospel accounts in Luke 10:38-42. 

Jesus (and presumably at least some of the disciples traveling with him) 

were welcomed into Martha’s home. Luke tells us that Martha “had a 

sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his 

teaching.”
640

  

Ben Witherington III, Amos Professor of New Testament for 

Doctoral Studies at Asbury Theological Seminary wrote, “The phrase 

‘to sit at the feet of’ in 10:39 is significant since there is evidence that 

this is a technical formula meaning ‘to be a disciple of.’”
641

 J. Lyle 

Story, Professor of New Testament and Biblical Languages at Regent 

University concurs, writing, “Mary’s choice is based upon her 
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knowledge in that she has chosen to listen to his word and is sitting at 

his feet, which is a technical term for ‘being a disciple.’ Luke intends 

that his readers understand that Mary is a disciple whose activity is to 

be imitated.”
642

 Luke uses a similar phrase in Acts when he records 

Paul’s speech to the Jerusalem mob that attempted to kill him. Paul 

says, “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus in Cilicia, but brought up in this city, 

educated at the feet of Gamaliel” (Acts 22:3 ESV). 

Robert Kirschner, professor of Near Eastern Studies at the 

University of California at Berkeley, writes that for a disciple, 

“attendance upon the master was more important than study itself.”
643

 

Kirschner emphasizes the preeminence of the master to the disciple, 

preeminent in every relationship, including the disciple's father.
644

 We 

can see the preeminence of Christ to Mary in her posture of attendance 

on Christ, and her disregard for her sister’s priorities. A disciple’s 

priority was to the master, so being at her master’s feet was far more 

important than serving Jesus and the other disciples. 

Mary was recognized as a disciple by Early Church Father, 

John Chrysostom, archbishop of Constantinople. Chris L. de Wet, 

associate professor at the University of South Africa, writes, “John 

Chrysostom (354 AD) can be described as one of the most prolific and 

eloquent writers among the Greek Fathers.”
645

 Chrysostom wrote many 

commentaries (homilies) on both the Old and New Testaments. In his 

Homily on the Gospel of John, Chrysostom wrote: “And Martha served  

[Jn. 12:2]; which establishes the fact that the meal was in her house, for 

they received Jesus as loving and beloved…Mary did not serve, for she 

was a disciple (emphasis mine).”
646

 In his article, de Wet highlights the 

fact that according to Chrysostom, Martha and Mary differed in status, 

noting that Chrysostom uses the word μαθήτρια athētría] (the feminine 

form of μαθητής [mathētēs]), which Greek scholar Bill Mounce defines 
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as ‘learner, disciple.’
647

 As such, Chrysostom “includes Mary in the 

closest social circle of Jesus.”
648

   

Luke’s first introduction of Mary in his gospel shows that she 

had already taken a position as a disciple (alongside the other disciples 

traveling with Jesus). The gospels do not record how long Mary had 

known Jesus, nor does it record her name in the groups of women who 

followed Him, but it is clear that she was welcomed both by the Lord 

and the other disciples as a disciple since the only objection to her 

being at Jesus’ feet was raised by her sister. It is important to note that 

the word “disciple” in the gospels is not used exclusively to refer to the 

Twelve. Mounce writes that the word mathētēs “refers not only to the 

Twelve but is used of the wider circle of adherents to Jesus’ 

message.”
649

 Karen Kogler, in her paper “Disciples in the First 

Century” mentions Joseph of Arimathea (Matthew 27:57), Nicodemus 

(John 7:45-52), a “large crowd of his disciples” (Luke 6:17), the 

seventy-two (Luke 10:1-20), “the whole multitude of his disciples” 

(Luke19:37), and the 120 followers from which Matthias was chosen 

(Acts1:15). 
650

 Mark 14:16-17 makes a very clear distinction between 

the “disciples” and the “Twelve” when Mark records that it is the 

disciples who went into Jerusalem to prepare for the Passover, while 

later in the evening Jesus arrived with the Twelve. There were many 

people (including women – including Mary of Bethany) who were the 

Lord’s disciples and heard his teachings. The biblical text does not 

always clarify which disciples are present at any given teaching (the 
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many, or the Twelve), but Peter’s words in Acts 1 make it clear that 

there were others who had “been with us the whole time the Lord Jesus 

went in and out among us, beginning from John’s baptism to the time 

when Jesus was taken up from us.”
651

 

Mary not only sat at Jesus’ feet alongside the Lord’s other 

disciples, she “listened to his teaching.” Reinhard Neudecker, professor 

of Rabbinic Literature at Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome, provides 

important insight into a master’s way of teaching a disciple. Neudecker 

writes, “Characteristic of the style of the rabbinic way of learning are 

frequent repetition…discussion among peers, and question-and-answer 

style for discourse between master and disciples. The disciple must not 

be bashful, for if he is ashamed to ask questions he will make no real 

progress.”
652

 A teacher (master) would repeat stories over and over until 

the disciple understood and could recite the same teachings in the same 

way. Through repetition, disciples learned how to emulate the master in 

speech, thought, and deed. Jesus himself said, “A disciple is not above 

his teacher, but everyone when he is fully trained will be like his 

teacher.”
653

  

One message that Jesus repeatedly taught his disciples was that 

he was going to die. The first time Jesus predicted his death was 

immediately following Peter’s confession that Jesus was the Christ 

(Matthew 16:21-23, Mark 8:31-32, Luke 9:21-22). Matthew 16:21 

reads, “From that time on, Jesus began to explain to his disciples that 

he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the 

elders, chief priests and teachers of the law and that he must be killed 

and on the third day raised to life” (emphasis mine). Jesus predicted his 

death a second time in the gospels following the transfiguration 

(Matthew 17:22-23, Mark 9:30-32, Luke 9:43-45). In all three gospels, 

Jesus was teaching his disciples, not exclusively the Twelve. The only 

time that the gospel writers recorded that Jesus specifically pulled the 

Twelve aside to teach them about his death was on his way to 

Jerusalem, where he would be crucified. (Matthew 20:17-19, Mark 

10:32-34, Luke18:31-34). Luke 24:1-8 confirms that women disciples 

were present when Jesus taught about his death, burial, and resurrection 

as it is to the women who came to the tomb that the angel said, 

“Remember how he told you, while he was still with you in Galilee; 
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The Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men, be 

crucified and on the third day be raised again.”
654

 

The final instance of Jesus teaching about his imminent death 

is in Matthew 26:1-2: “When Jesus had finished saying all these things, 

he said to his disciples, ‘As you know, the Passover is two days away – 

and the Son of Man will be handed over to be crucified” (emphasis 

mine). The very next story in Matthew is Mary’s anointing of Jesus for 

his burial. 

To assert, as the Pulpit Commentary does, that Mary “could 

hardly have dreamed” that Jesus’ death and burial were imminent 

wrongly assumes that the lack of understanding and acceptance of 

Jesus’ death by the Twelve precludes Mary’s comprehension. The 

gospel accounts repeatedly highlight the perceptiveness and 

responsiveness of women to the salvific plan despite the unbelief and 

misunderstanding of others. 

 

Other Perceptive Women in the Gospels 

 

The Gospel of Luke opens with the first two people to testify 

that the Messiah was coming into the world, and they were both 

women.
655

 The first person to be told that the Messiah was coming was 

the priest, Zechariah; but he wavered in unbelief, and his questioning 

and doubtful testimony was muted until his son was born. It was his 

wife, Elizabeth, who, filled with the Holy Spirit, recognized the 

presence of the Lord in the womb of her young relative, Mary. 

Elizabeth makes the first recorded “Christological confession of Jesus’s 

Lordship”
656

 in Luke 1:43.  J. Lyle Story said, “Elizabeth is the first to 

confess Jesus as ‘my Lord,’ and that even before He was born – long 

before Mary Magdalene’s ‘Rabbouni’ and Thomas’ ‘My Lord and my 

God.’”
657

 

Elizabeth is also the first one to understand that Mary’s 

pregnancy was by the Holy Spirit.
658

 Joseph, Mary’s betrothed, did not 

believe until an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream to 

reassure him (Matthew 1:20-21). 

 Mary, the mother of Jesus, was the first person to understand 

that the baby she was carrying was the Savior of the world and that he 

would inaugurate a new kingdom. Her prophetic song in Luke 1:47-55 
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shows a deep and profound understanding of the Old Testament 

promises and their fulfillment in her son.  

 The Samaritan woman in John 4:4-42 is the first person outside 

of Israel to believe that Jesus was the Messiah and became the first 

recorded missionary. She understood not only who Jesus was, but that 

others needed to know him, too. Story writes, “She [Samaritan woman] 

reveals that she understands her mission; she becomes a vibrant 

witness, even an evangelist without a preparatory catechism class”
659

 

Story goes on to compare her understanding of the inclusiveness of 

Jesus and his kingdom to the lack of understanding evident in the other 

disciples traveling with Jesus writing, “What an irony that she grows in 

faith in one day, while the disciples over months of association do not 

understand Jesus’ inclusive acceptance.”
660

  

 Finally, it was women who first encountered the risen Christ. 

The gospel accounts differ on some aspects of the events at the tomb, 

but all of them record that women were the first to see the Christ, and 

were commissioned by Jesus to go and tell the disciples that he was 

alive.
661

 The gospels name several women – Mary Magdalene, Joanna, 

Mary the mother of James, Salome, the other Mary, and others – who 

were present at the tomb. John’s gospel focuses attention on Mary 

Magdalene. In an article titled “Apostle of the Apostles”, Arthur Roach, 

British Cardinal of the Catholic Church, highlighted that for centuries 

the Catholic Church recognized “Mary of Magdala” as a first witness 

who saw the risen Christ and as the first messenger who announced the 

Lord’s resurrection to the Apostles.”
662

 Roach writes that Mary is the 

“apostolorum apostola,” as Thomas Aquinas says, “because she 

announces to the apostles what in turn they will announce to the whole 

world.”
663

 While Mary Magdalene and the other women saw, believed, 

and proclaimed the risen Lord, Luke’s gospel records that when the 

women told the apostles they “did not believe the women, because their 

words seemed to them like nonsense.”
664

 

 These four women in the gospel accounts show that women 

were often not only the first to comprehend the salvific plan, but they 

were the first to act on their understanding. Elizabeth and Mary 
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believed and verbally testified about the yet unborn Messiah; the 

Samaritan woman recognized that Christ came for all people, not just 

the Jews, and went out and invited others to meet him; Mary 

Magdalene was the first to encounter and speak with the risen Christ 

and was sent to tell the apostles to wait in Galilee for his appearing.  

 In light of these other women, there is no reason to assume that 

Mary of Bethany was not fully cognizant of what her anointing of 

Christ meant. Jesus recognized and testified that Mary was anointing 

him with oil she intended for his burial, 
665

 and was taking the 

opportunity to anoint Him beforehand.
666

 In contrast to Matthew 

Henry’s Commentary and the Pulpit Commentary, the Baker 

Commentary on the Bible recognizes that “it is the woman who shows 

the most kindness to Jesus in his hour of greatest poverty, prophetically 

anticipating his cross and burial.”
667

 

 

Reflection and Implications 

 

 In nearly all surveys, women in the United States and Europe 

are shown to be more religious, more orthodox, more devout, more 

likely to report an experience with God, more likely to read Scripture, 

and more likely to volunteer in their local churches.
668

 However, 

Patricia Wittberg, Emeritus Professor at IUPUI, writes that despite 

women’s greater religiosity, most young Catholic women no longer 

have confidence in religious organizations, and are beginning to leave 

the Church.
669

 She argues that the reason for women becoming 

disaffected from the church is that women have limited opportunities to 

use their gifts.
670

 

 In 2012, Barna research conducted a four-part research study 

entitled “What Women Think of Faith, Leadership and Their Role in 

the Church.” The Barna research reports that 65% of Christian women 

say they are deeply spiritual, and 81% claim an “extremely close” or 

“pretty close” relationship with God. 
671

While most women (73%) 
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reported feeling they are using their gifts in meaningful ministry, 31% 

of women say they are “resigned to low expectations when it comes to 

the church,” and 41% report having more meaningful leadership 

opportunities outside their church than within church.
672

 This amounts 

to millions of women in the United States who feel that they are 

undervalued members of their churches. 

 Wittberg writes that to address the growing risk of young 

women (and their children) exiting the church, religious institutions 

need to increase opportunities for them. She argues that “more 

researchers, media directors, authors, Web gurus, and theologians ought 

to be women.”
673

 She also proposes that women who already hold 

leadership positions in churches should be prominently profiled so that 

younger women can see that there are opportunities for them to 

meaningfully lead within the church.
674

 

 The gospel writers repeatedly referenced women who were 

indispensable to the gospel message, including them in the ranks of 

disciples and prophets. Mary of Bethany was one such disciple. In the 

two instances where Mary is found at the feet of Jesus in the gospels, 

Jesus commends and defends her, even going so far as to say, 

“Wherever this gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has 

done will also be told, in memory of her.” 
675

 Church leaders need to 

work on acknowledging that women are equally capable of true 

discipleship and they have unique insights into the mission of God in 

the world.  They should be granted a voice, both in the church and in 

academia, because women often perceive, experience, and understand 

spiritual truths that others miss. Their perceptiveness is both 

enlightening and crucial to Kingdom work. 
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THE REVELATION OF GOD IN THE WORLD TODAY 

Frank Marciano 
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Introduction 

 

Throughout history and as depicted in the Bible, God has 

revealed Himself to mankind through general and special revelation. 

Although the world, especially in the further developed nations, has 

changed and is more difficult to impact, God has not changed. “Jesus 

Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Heb 13:8 ESV).
676

 

Today many Christians are alarmed at these developments but, this is 

nothing new. In Genesis 6 mankind had become so wicked that “the 

Lord regretted that he had made man on the earth” (Gen 6:6). Despite 

the uprise of evil in the ancient world, “Noah found favor in the eyes of 

the Lord” (Gen 6:8). Throughout history mankind and his sinful fallen 

nature have repeatedly disappointed God. The Old Testament is full of 

examples of the Hebrews drifting away from God and then coming 

back with repentance. God’s judgment would come and then after the 

people repented, His infinite mercy would restore. Throughout these 

times He always preserved a remnant for Himself, “I have kept for 

myself seven thousand men who have not bowed the knee to Baal” (I 

Kings 19:18; Rom 11:4).    

This paper will show that, despite social divisions and liberal 

theologies, urban living, biased news media, and information overload 

in the world today, God’s general revelation is still intact. Further, His 

remnant is praying, and He continues to reveal Himself to people all 

over the world through special revelation. Although the world seems to 

be unstable and there are “wars and rumors of wars” (Mark 13:7; Matt 

24:6; Luke 21:9), New Testament scholars N.T. Wright and Michael F. 

Bird state that “God’s goodness finds its way into our lives and homes 

despite the terror and trauma that ravages different regions of our 

world.”
677

  

 

The Revelation of God 

 

Arthur C. Headlam, Regis Professor of Divinity, Oxford 1918-

1923, stated, “The primary question in theology must be, what is the 
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source of our knowledge of God?”
 678 

The answer to this question is that 

God reveals Himself to mankind through both general and special 

revelation. Millard J. Erickson, a renowned author, seminary professor, 

and theologian with a PhD from Northwestern University sheds great 

light on this topic in the third edition of his book, Christian Theology. 

He comments “Special revelation builds on general revelation. The two 

mutually require each other and are harmonious.”
 679

 Both are explored 

in the following sections. 

 

The General Revelation of God  

 

Concerning general revelation, Erickson states that, “The 

general revelation of God has been found in three areas: nature, history, 

and humanity.”
 680 

Below, the discussion turns to these three aspects of 

general revelation. 

 

The General Revelation of God in Nature  

The Bible clearly states that God has revealed Himself in 

nature. “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above 

proclaims His handiwork” (Ps 19:1). In both the ancient and the 

modern world, God’s handiwork has been clearly seen in the heavens 

and the sky. “Who made the Bear and Orion, the Pleiades and the 

chambers of the south” (Job 9:9). One must ask the question, “How did 

man in the ancient world know and name the constellations in the sky 

without some sort of divine revelation?” Ian Vail, a linguist, translator, 

and former director of Wycliff New Zealand has a website called 

Berean Insights where, among other things, he describes how the 

constellations represent good, evil and the message of the coming 

Messiah.
681

 Yet, one does not need to study the constellations to come 

to the awareness of God, but just  witness a sunrise to realize that the 

life-giving sun is God’s grace: our sources of food are being 

replenished daily, both on land and in the sea, for both plant and 
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animal, and man and woman.  

 

The General Revelation of God in History  

 

God has revealed Himself over and over in history. The Bible 

cites several events, such as the great flood, the parting of the red sea, 

God moving through ancient kings and kingdoms, the birth, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus and many more. These can easily be discarded by 

many non-believers; however, the most significant undeniable historic 

event took place in 1948 when the Jews moved back into their land. I 

agree with Erickson when he says, “An example often cited of God’s 

revelation in history is the preservation of the people of Israel.”
682

  

 

The General Revelation of God in Humanity  

 

In several instances the Apostle Paul points out how God has 

instilled within a person His law and a knowledge of him. “For when 

Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do what the law requires, 

they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. 

They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts” (Rom 

2:14-15). Erickson points out that it is not clear exactly what is written 

in the hearts of people but “it appears that, without determining the 

content of the inner revelation, Paul is asserting that God has left within 

the human moral makeup some witness of His requirements for human 

beings.”
683 

So here we see that God has placed the knowledge of 

himself within the hearts of people! Now the discussion moves on to 

the special revelation of God.  

 

The Special Revelation of God 

 

Erickson explains that the fall of man damaged his personal 

relationship with God so a special revelation was needed to bridge that 

gap and bring salvation.
684

  “By special revelation we mean God’s 

manifestation of himself to particular persons at definite times and 

places, enabling those persons to enter into a redemptive relationship 

with him.”
685
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The Special Revelation of God to Mankind 

 

Aside from the incarnation of Christ, the greatest gift that God 

gave to mankind is the Bible, the written Word of God! In John 1:1, 

God reveals Himself as one with His Word. There is no other book like 

the Bible; when one picks up the book and begins to read the pages, life 

comes out of it. In the letter to the Hebrews, the Word of God is 

described 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).  

Paul states that “all Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for 

teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work” 

(2 Tim 3:16-17). The prophet Jeremiah describes the Word of God as “a 

joy and the delight of my heart” (Jer 15:16). Jesus Himself says, 

“Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away” 

(Luke 21:33; Mark 13:31; Matt 24:35).                                                                                                       
As Erickson points out, “The Bible provides both cognitive and 

affective knowledge of God. Knowledge of God is possible because 

God bridges the gap between himself and humankind.”
 686

 The greatest 

example of God showing Himself to mankind is the incarnation and the 

revelation of Jesus, this is well documented in the Bible.
 
“And the 

Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen His glory, 

glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 

1:14). Jesus said, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 

14:9).  When describing the revelation of Jesus, Erickson writes, 

“Revelation also took place in the very perfection of Jesus’s character. 

There was a godlikeness about Him that could be discerned. Here God 

was actually living among humans and displaying His attributes to 

them. Jesus’s actions, attitudes, and affections did not merely mirror the 

Father, but were the actual presence of God.”
687

  

Because of the importance of the Bible to the Christian faith 

and to the work of the transmission of God’s special revelation to 

mankind, many scholars have worked tirelessly to validate the 

authenticity of the New Testament writings. One such scholar, F.F. 

Bruce, former Rylands Professor of Biblical Criticism and Exegesis at 

the University of Manchester, writes, “The evidence for our New 

Testament writings is ever so much greater than the evidence for many 

writings of classical authors, the authenticity of which no one dreams 

of questioning. And if the New Testament were a collection of secular 

writings, their authenticity would generally be regarded as beyond all 
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doubt.”
688

 He goes on to make the point that he welcomes the 

additional scrutiny put on the Bible, because the demands of the New 

Testament and its main character, Jesus, have universal implications 

and impact. In addition, the proof for the authenticity of the New 

Testament goes well beyond that of similar ancient writings of the era. 

This topic is one that is widely studied and there are numerous up to 

date articles and books on the subject. The fact is that over 5,000 Greek 

manuscripts or portions of manuscripts exist for the New Testament.
689

  

Another key point in determining the authenticity of a document is the 

time lapse between the event and the writing of the event. Bruce states 

that the New Testament passes this test.
690

 Bruce goes on to cite 

comparative examples of ancient manuscripts using various means of 

literary criticism with overwhelming evidence in favor of the New 

Testament.
691

   

The special revelation of God to mankind is evident in His 

Word and in the incarnation of Christ, yet so much of mankind has 

missed it. Therefore, it is evident that a deeper, more personal 

revelation of God is needed! 

 

The Special Revelation of God to Individuals 

 

The most effective form of revelation is when God comes 

down and reveals Himself and His will to individuals. We see this over 

and over in scripture. One of the most extreme cases is the conversion 

of Paul on the road to Damascus. He sees a bright light and falls to the 

ground and Jesus tells him, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting” 

(Acts 9:3-5). God revealed His will to Mary the mother of Jesus, in 

Luke 1:26-38, by sending the angel Gabriel to speak with her. God 

revealed to Joseph in a dream that Mary was with child from the Holy 

Spirit and told him not to leave her (Matt 1:20-21). When God wants to 

send a message to someone, he does it through undeniable special 

revelation directly to the individual.   

Bruce Demarest, Ph.D., University of Manchester and former 

director of Evangelical Spiritual Guidance, Denver Seminary, 

summarizes the thoughts of Karl Barth by stating, “That man, the 

hopeless sinner, is incapable of discovering God by his own resources,”
 

and therefore,   

God must supernaturally show himself to man or general revelation is 
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of no value.
692

 

 

The Revelation of God Hampered by Society 

 

 Historically, societies have done a poor job when it comes to 

embracing a revelation of the true God. When Jesus came, the Hebrew 

society, which we would expect would affirm the knowledge of God, 

was in effect, leading people away from the true nature of God. One of 

Jesus’s main missions was to confront the Hebrew religious leaders of 

the day and set the record straight, which ultimately led to His 

crucifixion. Like the Hebrew society, today’s once Christian 

democracies have also resisted the knowledge of God. Wright and Bird 

write that this is “an age of ascending autocracies and dysfunctional 

democracies.”
693

 They further state that “many liberal democracies find 

it impossible to reach any workable and equitable agreement on 

environmentalism, racial justice, healthcare, immigration, gun control, 

abortion, religious freedom and LGBTQ + rights, leaving people with 

only fresh disgust at the system itself.”
694

 Today, more than ever, 

society is suppressing the revelation of God. The discussion moves to 

how urban living, biased news media coverage and information 

overload all further the problem.   

 

The General Revelation of God Hampered by Urban Living 

 

In developed areas, especially cities with dense populations, 

many people, due to the city lights and pollution, have not seen the 

stars! They have not seen a farm that grows food or raises cattle! What 

they have seen is large buildings, automobiles, air pollution, and other 

works of man. Therefore, the general revelation of God in nature can 

go entirely unappreciated by many. Erickson brings up a good point by 

saying, “Christianity is especially growing in areas outside of Western 

Europe and English-speaking North America. In many of these 

cultures, nature is held in high regard. Thus, we may expect an 

increased interest in a theology of created order.”
695

 Therefore, it can be 

said that cultures with populations centered in more rural settings have 

an easier time of seeing God’s hand in nature, as compared to cultures 

centered in urban settings.   

The General Revelation of God Hampered by Biased Media Coverage 
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 In the modern world people depend on the news media for 

information and as a result, multiple hours are spent every week 

seeking such information through television, smart phones, and 

computers. Wright and Bird tell us that, “America’s respective news 

channels and social-media platforms attract viewers and rake in 

massive profits by pouring gasoline on the fires of grievance and 

stoking the embers of indifference.”
696

 These media platforms promote 

fear and division which dim and distort the goodness and revelation of 

God.  

Media bias is so prevalent today that numerous studies have 

been done on the topic. “Ad Fontes (founded 2018) has studied 3600 

news sources, 700 podcasts and 474 TV/Video programs, evaluating 

them on a two-point methodology.”
697

 “News stories about domestic 

politics and social issues are becoming increasingly polarized along 

ideological lines according to a study of 1.8 million news headlines 

from major US news outlets from 2014 to 2022.”
698

 Some bias is 

normal, however, today’s extreme bias and consolidation of the news 

industry has worsened the problem.   

 

The Special Revelation of God Hampered by Information Overload 

 

 In developed societies “Information Overload” is constantly 

distracting people. “Information Overload” is defined as, “a situation in 

which you receive too much information at one time and cannot think 

about it in a clear way.”
699

 The biggest culprit of this is the smart 

phone. A smart phone can be a constant source of distraction, as 

unwanted news and weather alerts; political, personal and 

advertisement text messages; phone calls; emails; financial market 

news; social media posts; You Tube videos; conspiracy theories; and 

more are all pulling at you right from your own pocket. Not only is the 

amount of information overwhelming, the quality and validity of the 

content is often questionable. Wright and Bird ask the question; “Are 

we more shaped by social media than Scripture?”
700

 Christians must be 

                                                           
696

 Wright and Bird, Jesus and the Powers, chap. 1 pg. 4. 
697

“News Media Across the Political Spectrum,” Harvard Library 

Research Guides, Updated Feb 11, 2024, 

https://guides.library.harvard.edu/newsleans/thechart 
698

Luke Auburn, “Study of Headlines Shows Media Bias is Growing,” 

University of Rochester, Updated July 13, 2023, 

https://www.rochester.edu/newscenter/study-of-headlines-shows-media-bias-

growing-563502/ 
699

Cambridge English Dictionary, accessed October 29, 2024,  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/information-overload 
700

 Wright and Bird, Jesus and the Powers, chap. 1 pg. 9. 

https://workshop-proceedings.icwsm.org/pdf/2023_25.pdf
https://www.rochester.edu/newscenter/study-of-headlines-shows-media-bias-growing-563502/
https://www.rochester.edu/newscenter/study-of-headlines-shows-media-bias-growing-563502/


282  

more determined than ever to read the Bible and hear from God. The 

good news is that God is interrupting people, revealing Himself and 

piercing through the powers of darkness! 

 

The Revelation of God Piercing the Powers of Darkness 

 

More than ever people need a special revelation from God. 

Whether it is the Christian, who needs to be refreshed, encouraged and 

directed for God’s purposes or the nonbeliever who desperately needs 

salvation through Jesus Christ. God reveals Himself in many ways but 

believers, as God’s ambassadors on earth, are expected to participate 

through prayer. Wright and Bird affirm the need to be “people of 

prayer” especially during these times of disorder.
701

 

 

Piercing the Powers of Darkness through Prayer 

 

God’s special revelation to all believers, the Bible, teaches that 

prayer is an essential practice of the faith. Jesus set an example of 

prayer for Christians to follow and He taught us how to pray. “But 

when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your 

Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward 

you” (Matt 6:6). To pray as Jesus taught in this passage, the believer 

must slow down, filter out the noise and get quiet before God. In his 

first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul tells Christians to “Pray without 

ceasing” (I Thes 5:17). The power of prayer is never to be 

underestimated and is to be constantly exercised by God’s people. “The 

prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working” (James 

5:16). Paul states “do not be anxious about anything, but in everything 

by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made 

known to God” (Phil 4:6). Wright and Bird state that we should pray 

for our leadership and “we can pray for peace, prosperity, justice and 

freedom as something to be enjoyed by peoples of every city, country 

and continent.”
702

 

“In the U.S. alone, the Great Awakening, the Civil War 

Revival, the Urban Revivals, and the Azusa Street Revival — all were 

preceded by prayer. The same has been true in countries like Ireland, 

Poland, China, South Africa, [Colombia], and Cuba.”
 703

 God wants to 
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reveal Himself to the lost and the prayers of the saints encourage Him 

to do so! Wright and Bird tell us that we are to pray that the kingdom of 

heaven comes to earth.
704 

As God’s people pray, He reveals Himself to 

the saved and unsaved alike through dreams.  

 

God Supernaturally Revealing Himself Through Dreams 

 

As previously discussed, people need to slow down and get 

quiet so they can pray effectively, the same applies for people to clearly 

hear from God. Fortunately, God has built into the human body the 

need to sleep. It is often during this time of rest that God speaks to 

those He wants to prepare for the next step in their lives. Whether a 

person is seeking God or not, He can interrupt their lives through 

special revelation by way of dreams in the night.   

Anna Droll, Chair of the Doctor of Ministry Program at South 

Florida Theological Seminary, sheds great light on this topic in her 

book on dreams and visons. As she traveled in Tanzania, Africa, Droll 

encountered a woman who was ministering and speaking to 

underprivileged youth. The woman’s opening statement was “I had a 

dream. In the dream, I saw the map of Tanzania and, when I woke up, I 

felt God was telling me that I must reach all of the youth of our nation. 

So I have begun here.”
705

 God used this dream and gave this woman 

who was already serving in the kingdom, greater conviction, vision, 

and direction concerning her next steps in service to Him. As the 

powers of darkness beat down on His people, God gives them fresh 

special revelation to keep them going in the form of dreams while they 

sleep. 

Droll further reports an amazing story told to her in a 2018 

interview of a Pentecostal missionary, Karl Härgestam. He was on a 

missionary trip in Ethiopia and was helicoptered into a remote region. 

He “was greeted by the tribal chief and his linguist who immediately 

asked about Jesus Christ. Amazed by the question, Härgestam asked 

how the chief had come upon the name of Jesus Christ and the chief 

explained that he had dreamed of a shining man and of messengers who 

would come within 5 days from the sky to tell about the man. In the 

dream the man’s name was revealed to the chief as ‘Jesus Christ.’”
 706
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William A. Dyrness, Professor of Theology and Culture at Fuller 

Theological Seminary, makes it clear that missionaries do not bring 

God in their suitcase, God is already there working on the people group 

to receive the gospel so change can occur.
707

 God is still supernaturally 

revealing himself to the lost to help with the harvest of souls! 

 

Conclusion 

 

God has kept His general revelation in place and continues to 

move in people’s lives through unique and individualized special 

revelations. His word is still intact and as more information becomes 

available, the authenticity of the New Testament continues to be 

affirmed. For Jews and Christians alike, the existence of the Nation of 

Israel is a clear marker that God uses his divine providence to keep His 

promises to His people through the passage of time.  

Although it seems like Christianity is on the decline and many 

churches have compromised with the world and are preaching watered 

down messages, as always, God has preserved a remnant for Himself. 

For the Christian in the United States, it is easy to be discouraged as 

Liberalism is now full grown and has made tremendous inroads in all 

areas of western culture and society. This force controls most of the 

mainstream media and rages against the revelation of Jesus, the Bible, 

and the “uncompromised” Christian; spreading hate, fear, and division. 

The western world and its democracies, once hailed as the protectors 

and facilitators of Christian religious freedom are now in a battle for 

their new identity. People living in urban areas struggle to see God 

through nature. Information overload, in the form of technological 

advancements, continues to distract people and as a result, the 

developed world faces greater barriers to hearing from God than 

undeveloped nations.      

Despite these challenges, God’s remnant continues to pray and 

seek Him through His word. People are praying in greater numbers 

than ever before and seeing results! Reports of revivals breaking out on 

college campuses and people being baptized in record numbers are 

filling social media sites. We read of God appearing to believers in 

dreams, giving them a fresh revelation and strengthening their faith, as 

well as preparing unbelievers to receive Jesus Christ and salvation into 

their lives and communities. God has given born again Christians the 

Holy Spirit as the guarantee of their salvation (2 Cor 1:22, 5:5; Eph 

1:14), with the power to persevere and overcome until He returns. In all 
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of this, the Christian can be encouraged that He is coming back to 

receive His inheritance and He will put everything in order. Upon His 

return, the fallen world will be restored to God and His people. 

Maranatha, come Lord come!   
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Introduction  

 

The purpose of this paper is to examine the role of the Holy 

Spirit throughout the New Testament, specifically relating to the 

empowerment of the Believers, sanctification of the Saints and 

communion with the Holy Spirit. Although the indwelling of the Holy 

Spirit in a Believer did not occur until after the ascension of Jesus 

Christ, The Spirit of God was still an active person of the Trinity 

throughout the Bible and was first introduced in Genesis 1:2 “ Now the 

Earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the 

deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.”
708

 Πνεῦμα 

(pneuma) is the ancient Greek word for Spirit and its meaning implies a 

“current of air or wind.”
709

 The first operation of the Holy Spirit in the 

New Testament is portrayed in the book of Matthew. This event was in 

the virgin birth of Jesus Christ, in which Mary the mother of Jesus was 

conceived by the Holy Spirit (Matthew 1:18). Following the Gospels, 

in the book of Acts we see a demonstration of how the Holy Spirit 

birthed the church. The first 4 verses in Acts 2 read: 

 
1
 When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in 

one place. 
2
 Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent 

wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they 

were sitting. 
3
 They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that 

separated and came to rest on each of them. 4 All of them were 

filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues 

as the Spirit enabled them.
 

 

The day of Pentecost was the day in which all Believers 

received the ability to operate in great power and spiritual giftings. 

Along with the empowerment of the Spirit of God in Acts, Apostle Paul 

writes several letters pointing believers to the vital role of the Holy 

Spirit in being the source of transformation that should and can take 

place in the life of all Believers relating to their character. Paul also sets 
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a great example and urges Believers to pursue fellowship with the Holy 

Spirit. In 2 Corinthians 13: 14, Paul writes “May the Grace of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be 

with you all.” 

 

Who is the Holy Spirit? 

 

The Holy Spirit is the third person of the Trinity. Although the 

word “Trinity'' is not specifically used in Scripture the concept of the 

Godhead existing as 3 distinct persons is presented in both the Old and 

New Testament as God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy 

Spirit. For example, in the Gospel of Matthew we see the Trinity 

present at the baptism of Jesus in the Jordan River (Mathew 3:16-17). 

In the scholarship of Jimmy H. Evans, “The Third Person of the Trinity, 

How the Holy Spirit Facilitates Man’s Walk.” The author highlights the 

lack of knowledge concerning the Holy Spirit among Believers in the 

modern church. He further emphasizes his observation by affirming 

that the church has misunderstood much of who The Holy Spirit is and 

has not developed an adequate reliance on him. As a result of 

unawareness the life of a Believer may be marked with a lack of power, 

faith, transformation, and relationship with God. Evans states in his 

writings: 

 

Man is able to walk daily with God because of the indwelling 

work of the Holy Spirit who, as the third person of the trinity, 

represents the actual presence of God in the life of the believer. 

Knowing this, learning to live in partnership with God, is the 

solution to the issues of ignorance and neglect among believers 

and the problems that arise from those issues.
 710  

 

The Holy Spirit is God, embodying every quality and 

characteristic of God the Father and Jesus. In the Bible, there are 

several verses that directly describe the role of The Holy Spirit. Jesus 

refers to the Holy Spirit as our advocate in John 14:26. The Greek word 

for advocate used in John 14 is transliterated to the word paraklétos 

and means “someone who is called to one's aid, a helper or 

intercessor.”
711

 From understanding this word in its original language 

we are able to gain a deeper understanding of what the role of an 
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advocate is. Jesus, also states that the Holy Spirit convicts us (John 

16:8), guides and leads us into all truth (John 16:18). In Galatians 

chapter 5, the fruit of the Spirit is introduced as being Love, Joy, Peace, 

Patience, Kindness, Goodness, Faithfulness, Gentleness and Self-

Control. These are the divine characteristics of God in all persons of the 

Trinity. Evans refers to John 15 as a crucial chapter in providing an 

understanding of how we become like God, this is through the power of 

the Holy Spirit within us and abiding in Christ.
712

 One may ask, how do 

we abide in Christ if he is no longer present in this age? The key here is 

to realize that the Spirit of Christ indwelling in us is the One whom we 

must abide in through fellowship. The Holy Spirit is the greatest person 

living on this side of heaven today and knowing this in itself can bring 

us to a point of great revelation and awareness.  

 

Empowerment of the Holy Spirit  

 

Marcos De Benedicto wrote a dissertation at Andrews 

University titled “The Role of the Holy Spirit in Enabling Believers for 

Ministry: an Adventist Perspective.” He shares an interesting 

perspective on the concept relating to being “filled with the Holy 

Spirit.” He states that although much argument has taken place in 

generating a conclusive interpretation of the filling of the Holy Spirit, 

he highlights the simplicity of this concept by explaining that “to be 

full of full of something is to share the essential quality of it, or even be 

controlled or overflowed by it.”
713

 De Benedicto shares a statement 

relating to the writings of Max Turner by further stating, “To say that 

someone is ‘full of X ’ is to say that that quality clearly marks the 

person’s life or comes to visible expression in his or her activity, rather 

than merely residing in him or her as an unexpressed potential.”
714

 In 

Acts 2, the first sign that occurred confirming the filling of the Holy 

spirit was the enabling through the Spirit of God for the individuals to 

produce a result they could not have produced by themselves or before 

the day of Pentecost occurred. As Believers in this modern day, it is 

important to realize that the Holy Spirit has not ceased the ability to 

enable us. The Bible states that “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, 

today and forever (Hebrews 13:8).” The Holy Spirit indwelling in us 

today is the same spirit that created, led and empowered Jesus in his 

lifetime. If we know God has not changed, perhaps the question we 
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should ask ourselves as Believers is, have we?  In an article written by 

B. I. Ugwu, the author highlights the comparison between the pre-

Pentecost and post-Pentecost lives of Believers specifically 

highlighting the actions and transformation that occurred in the life of 

Peter.
715

 Prior to the crucifixion of Jesus, Peter betrayed Jesus three 

times, motivated by fear. Peter is also seen struggling to grasp the true 

will of God. This is displayed in his rebuke to Jesus relating to the 

coming death that Jesus would soon face on the cross. In Matthew 

16:23 Jesus replies to Peter’s rebuke by saying “Get behind me, Satan! 

You are a stumbling block to me, you do not have in mind the concerns 

of God, but merely human concerns.” Though Peter walked closely 

with Jesus, closer than many of the other disciples, grasping the full 

spiritual understanding of God's will, deity and power did not manifest 

in his life fully until the day of Pentecost took place. Peter's character 

transformed dramatically and is seen early in the book of Acts. Peter 

demonstrates great power, confidence and authority, as he addresses the 

crowd in Jerusalem (Acts 2:14). Gregory A. Smith, Director of the 

Ephraim Law Program at Liberty University, highlights the importance 

of the empowerment of the Holy Spirit in the early church. In “The 

Holy Spirit in the New Testament,” Smith discusses the prioritization of 

choosing and delegating matters of the church to Spirit filled Believers 

who have been clearly marked by their transformation. Smith states that 

the selection of Barnabas as a representative to Antioch was due to his 

nature of great faith, noble deeds and his state of being full of the Holy 

Spirit.
716

 Through these examples, as Believers in Christ today, the 

experiences of the former Apostles and disciples paint a vivid picture of 

how the Holy Spirit of God was intended to operate in our life. The 

Holy Spirit is the source of our strength, power, and boldness to 

proclaim Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit is our Joy in the midst of 

troubles and our active guide during times of confusion.  

 

Sanctification of the Saints  

 

 The Greek word for sanctification is ἁγιασμός, οῦ, ὁ and is 

transliterated to the word hagiasmos: meaning concentration, or to be 

made Holy.
717

 God, himself is a Holy God, and from the beginning of 

time he has desired for his creation to be Holy, set apart and perfect. 
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God made Adam and Eve in his image, being Holy, free from error and 

sin, as himself (Genesis 5 1-3). Due to the deception of Satan and the 

rebellion of man, sin was brought into the world bringing death to 

mankind, causing a separation between humans and God. God 

sovereignly planned a way for us to be reconciled back to him, and to 

receive imputed righteousness through the blood shed by his Son Jesus 

Christ (1 Corinthians 1: 30-31). The resurrection and ascension of Jesus 

Christ allowed for the Holy Spirit to come and dwell in Believers. 

Today, living through the power of the Holy Spirit is the only way we 

are able to live pleasing lives unto God. In John 14:16 Jesus actually 

refers to the Holy Spirit as our helper saying “But the Helper, the Holy 

Spirit whom the Father will send in my name, He will teach you all 

things, and remind you of all that I said to you.” However, many years 

before the first coming of Jesus, before his death, burial and 

resurrection, God chose a nation to be set apart, and Holy unto him, to 

be a light to other nations, demonstrating to the world that there is only 

one true God (Leviticus 20:26). The nation is called Israel. The 

Israelites were the people God gave what we know as the Ten 

Commandments. Throughout their history God also provided the 

Israelites with instructions, commands, and statutes that they would 

live by. The law of God was given to the Israelites, and never fulfilled, 

as perfect living could never be achieved by their own human effort. In 

the New Testament, Paul is given a revelation of the Law and explains 

that the Law in fact does not bring holiness but rather is intended to 

reveal our deficits before God. 

Don Fanning, the Director of the Intercultural Studies 

Department along with The Center of Global Ministries at Liberty 

University wrote an article titled, “Romans 6: The Basis of 

Satisfaction.” He introduces the topic of sanctification by bringing 

illumination to the righteousness of Christ and the righteousness that 

we have been given through Christ by drawing attention to Romans 

6.
718

 In Romans chapter 6:3, Paul states that we are baptized into the 

death of Christ when we receive Jesus as our Lord and Savior. Fanning 

elaborates on this topic by sharing that the baptism of a Believer into 

Christ is not merely intellectual, but rather the participation in his 

death, having been immersed into his body, which died and rose 

again.
719

 “This is the beginning of sanctification, it starts with the non-

physical death of our flesh and resurrection of ourselves united to 

Christ. Fanning describes the process for sanctification as “a 
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progressive maturing into the image of Christ.”
720

 The author unfolds 

four attitudes that play a functional role in the process of sanctification, 

starting with  knowing the truth of being united to Christ, the principle 

that we have been crucified to our former selves, the truth that we 

should no longer be slaves to sin, and lastly that Christ’s death to sin 

produced the death of all sin for Believers.
.15 

Sanctification is a process 

that every born again Believer goes through. Each individual matures at 

a different rate but the ultimate goal is that we all mature in our walk 

with Christ (1 Corinthians 13:11). Over time not only will we see and 

feel the change that the Holy Spirit is producing in our hearts and lives 

but others will notice also. The more we yield to the pruning of the 

Holy Spirit the more fruit we will bear, the more we allow the Word of 

God to take root in our hearts the more fruit can grow in our life 

(Mathew 13 18-23). In John 12, Jesus teaches a profound principle 

relating to the concept of dying to self, Jesus speaks: “Very truly I tell 

you, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains 

only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. Anyone who 

loves their life will lose it, while anyone who hates their life in this 

world will keep it for eternal life” (John 12: 24-26). As Believers we 

must embrace living the crucified life with Christ in order to walk 

intimately with his Spirit. 

 

Fellowship with the Holy Spirit 

 

Throughout the Bible it is clear that God places a high value on 

communion, community, and relationship. The Trinity itself is a picture 

of relationship, the great and divine relationship of God the father, God 

the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. In the New Testament we see a 

perfect picture of oneness in Jesus’s submission to God the Father and 

the Holy Spirit. Ugwu writes much of this communion and emphasizes 

the great beauty of communion we receive as Believers by baptism into 

Christ. Not only do we receive a family composed of other believers, 

but we receive God's most precious Spirit.
721

 He also makes a direct 

point by expressing the consequences of not being in communion with 

God, this ultimately being death.
  
In much of the bible the Holy Spirit is 

referred to by things that are abstract such as fire, a dove, air breath and 

cloud. Ugwu believes that this may be why the person of the Holy 

Spirit is often misunderstood with intimacy lacking in the life of some 

Believers. As Children of God, we must make the Holy spirit personal 
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to us.
 
Just as God created us with feelings and emotions, the Holy Spirit 

is a person who also has distinct feelings. Scripture tells us that the 

Holy Spirit of God can be grieved (Ephesians 4:30). In order to develop 

intimacy with the Holy spirit it is crucial to understand who he is and 

live in an awareness of his presence.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Through the understanding of scripture, personal observation, 

and writings of scholars, there is clear evidence that proposes a 

deficiency in appreciation of the person of the Holy Spirit among the 

modern-day church. From biblical text we know that the Holy Spirit is 

fully God and can be credited for many great events that took place in 

the New Testament such as the birth of Jesus, the day of Pentecost, the 

administration of spiritual gifts and the indwelling presence of God that 

became available to all Believers. Through the power of the Holy Spirit 

we are able to live victorious lives in Christ. The Holy Spirit has given 

us the ability to live full lives in Christ marked by love, joy, peace, 

purity, holiness; his power changes us from the inside out.  
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