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Philosophy of Theological Education for  
the Pastor-Professor: A Case Study from  

Cornerstone Seminary 

Ryan L. Rippee* 

I 
Introduction 

This article will argue that the aim of theological education is a holistic one, 
wherein the goal is to produce a change in the thinking, affections, and 
behavior of the student. It joins together what the mind has learned with the 
feelings of the heart and the practice of the Christian life. In light of this, any 
philosophy of theological education must address (1) foundational 
commitments, (2) the nature and role of the learner, (3) the role of the 
professor, (4) the aim of education, and 5) preferred methods and curriculum.  

I will conclude with an examination of The Cornerstone Bible College 
and Seminary’s (TCBS) philosophy of education as a case study. In crafting 
our current education philosophy, we have argued that approaching 
theological education with a distinctly pastoral aim teaches our students to 
use Christian doctrine the way God intends for it to be used. Theological 
study and deliberate sermon preparation is never an end unto itself: it is a 
tool used to equip and shepherd the flock into a life of worship. At 
Cornerstone, we employ a pastor-professor model that provides a theological 
education that prepares our seminary students for pastoral and leadership 
development that flows from the reservoir of the professor’s own scholarly 
pursuits combined with their current practice of pastoral ministry. Our model 
helps alleviate the misunderstanding that one cannot be both a pastor and a 
theologian and provides a corrective to both the anti-intellectual pastor and 
the scholar disconnected from the life of the church. This model also enables 
the student to be a pastor-theologian who loves and shepherds the flock. 

 

 
*Ryan Rippee is pastor-elder at Trinity Church of Benicia in Benicia, California, and 
president of The Cornerstone Bible College and Seminary in Vallejo, California.  
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II 
Foundational Commitments 

Christocentric Trinitarianism 
Our philosophy as educators begins with a biblical and theological 
commitment to Christocentric Trinitarianism. In chapter 4 of  his book, 
Conceiving the Christian College, entitled “Keeping the Center the Center,” 
Duane Litfin develops a robust argument on what it truly means to be Christ-
Centered and Trinitarian in our education philosophy.1 He begins with an 
assertion: 

To speak of  Christ-centered liberal arts education is to make the 
claim that Jesus is the centerpiece of  all human knowledge, the 
reference point for all our experience. It directs our attention to 
the only One who can serve as the centerpiece of  an entire 
curriculum, the One to whom we must relate everything and 
without whom no fact, no theory, no subject matter can be fully 
appreciated. It is the claim that every field of  study, every 
discipline, every course, requires Jesus Christ to be understood 
aright.2 

Litfin then acknowledges that the implication of this philosophy will be 
contrary and even offensive to the general stance of modern education. Why 
is that? Because, as Litfin observes, “it seems to be a blatant violation of the 
academic spirit.”3 Modern education claims to be in pursuit of truth, but very 
often it demands the opposite. After all, in our postmodern society, to arrive 
at truth is to cease to be academic. Further, deconstruction is part of the 
intellectual trend that expresses cynicism concerning truth and facts. For 
modern education, to be agnostic concerning truth is synonymous with 
academic integrity. 

Litfin’s insights are an effective corrective for Christian education. He 
argues: 

Yet Christian higher education—Christ-centered education—does 
not merely arrive at truth claims; it begins with them, and the most 
staggering truth claims at that. We claim that Jesus Christ is the 
Truth (John 14:6). As the great Logos of  the universe he is the very 
embodiment of  Truth in every way. We begin with the claim that 
Jesus Christ stands at the core of  all we can know, and follow with 

 
1Duane Litfin, Conceiving the Christian College (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2004). 
2Litfin, Conceiving the Christian College, 64–65. 
3Liftin, Conceiving the Christian College, 65. 
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an insistence that we cannot grasp anything aright apart from him. 
Thus the Christian thinker’s ultimate task is nothing less or other 
than to seek out the meaning of  the Lordship of  Jesus Christ for 
every dimension of  human experience, throughout every 
discipline.4 

What then, does it mean to be a Christ-centered institution with a Christ-
centered curriculum? Sadly, Christ-centeredness has become a shibboleth in our 
Christian circles and is frequently measured by how often “Jesus Christ” is 
mentioned or an attempt to force Christ into texts when he is not there rather 
than explaining what it means for all the Scriptures to point to Jesus and for 
him to be supreme and sufficient in the Christian life. Because divine 
revelation is progressive, my educational and pedagogical goal is to teach, 
assign work, and assess in such a manner as to achieve learning outcomes 
that measure the student’s understanding and use of  a robust Christ-
centeredness in his life and current or future ministry. We want students to 
learn how to study Scripture, craft sermons, and conduct their shepherding 
ministry with the goal of  making Christ and his gospel known.  

Further, because Jesus Christ cannot be known apart from his trinitarian 
relations to the Father and Holy Spirit, our Christ-centeredness must remain 
a Christ-centered Trinitarianism. God the Father and God the Holy Spirit are 
the most Christ-centered persons in the universe, and their desire is to shine 
the spotlight on the Son. The Father’s plan is to make the Son the direct 
object of  the church’s worship and to sum up all things in him (Eph 1:9–10) 
as his Messiah, and his plan includes the promise to send his Spirit to bear 
witness to this reality (John 15:26; 16:13–14). As a foundational principle, 
then, our goal is to prepare students who will pursue the glory of  the Triune 
God above all things and give their attention to a careful Christ-centered 
exposition and study of  Scripture to lovingly shepherd and serve the local 
church. 

Discipleship through Mentoring 
Our second foundational commitment is biblical discipleship through 
mentoring. Jesus Christ has commanded his church to make disciples (Matt 
28:18–20), which entails formation rather than simply information. A disciple 
is a “learner” or a “follower” who will emulate a teacher’s way of  life to 
reproduce what they have learned in others (2 Tim 2:2). Like the apostle Paul, 
we want to be able to tell our students to “be imitators of  me, just as I also 
am of  Christ” (1 Cor 11:1), holding our students accountable to be “doers 
of  the Word, and not hearers only” (James 1:22–25). Thus, we believe 
instruction ought to push past the level of  worldview and cognition into the 

 
4Litfin, Conceiving the Christian College, 66. 
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realm of  affections and worship. James K. A. Smith, in the introduction of  
his work, Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works, makes such an argument. 
He writes: 

The renewal of  the church and the Christian university—a renewal 
of  both Christian worship and Christian education— hinges on an 
understanding of  human beings as “liturgical animals,” creatures 
who can’t not worship and who are fundamentally formed by 
worship practices. The reason such liturgies are so formative is 
precisely because it is these liturgies, whether Christian or 
“secular,” that shape what we love. And we are what we love.5 

Smith then argues for Christian liturgical formation in both the church and 
the Christian university. For our distinctive of mentorship, Smith’s 
application of liturgy to the academy is most helpful. Because our institution 
is a place of spiritual formation, how we shape the classroom, the course of 
study, and even the extra-curricular activities will determine how we disciple 
our students into a discrete model of shepherding and ministering in the local 
church. Smith continues: 

Christian education will only be fully an education to the extent 
that it is also a formation of  our habits. And such formation 
happens not only, or even primarily, by equipping the intellect but 
through the repetitive formation of  embodied, communal 
practices. And the ‘core’ of  those formative practices is centered 
in the practices of  Christian worship.6 

Of  course, biblical discipleship remains the purview of  the local church, and 
thus is properly accomplished under the care of  pastoral shepherds. 
Nevertheless, we are convinced that relational mentorship and coaching is 
necessary to our mission as a seminary. For example, we do not want simply 
to equip expository preachers—we want to model and mentor expository 
preaching in such a way that we equip expositors who love and shepherd the 
flock in a manner like us. In our classrooms, we have the opportunity to take 
a learner for a brief  slice of  time and guide him in what Justo González calls 
“a constant learning about God, God’s world, and the purposes and actions 
of  God in the world, as well as a constant growth in obedience and service—

 
5James K. A. Smith, Imagining the Kingdom (Cultural Liturgies): How Worship Works 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013), 3. For Smith’s more robust discussion 
on why Christian education needs a thoughtful formation of its “liturgical” 
rhythms, see his James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2009). 
6Smith, Imagining the Kingdom, 9. 
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that is, a process of  sanctification that is spiritual as well as moral and 
intellectual.”7 

Our goal as professorial mentors is to explain the course content and 
direct it in a manner so that students can practice applying it through the in-
class development and defense of  their own theology, as well as encouraging 
them to implement the course content into their own personal lives and 
ministries. In this way, the students will be committed to becoming disciples 
of  Jesus Christ, concerned about their own spirituality, show biblical 
discernment as they investigate and interact with various types of  literature, 
and learn in community through peer-to-peer relationships. 

Another indispensable part of  this commitment to mentorship is that we 
foster healthy friendships that last beyond the days of  education. Recently, 
one of  my mentors and friends, Michael Haykin, co-wrote with Brian Croft 
and James Carroll a book called Pastoral Friendship: The Forgotten Piece to a 
Persevering Ministry. They write, “Every modern pastor needs the presence and 
friendship of  other pastors to thrive and persevere throughout the unique 
challenges of  pastoral ministry.”8 Friendship has become a neglected subject 
in pastoral leadership development, and so it comes as no surprise that many 
pastors are isolated in ministry, lacking deep and meaningful friendships. J.C. 
Ryle wisely said, “Friendship halves our troubles and doubles our joy.”9 
Mentorship, then, is a means of  passing on the baton of  our teaching, life, 
and conduct not only to our students but also to those whom they train (cf. 
2 Tim 2:2).  

Local Church Engagement 
Our third foundation is the central role of  the local church. The Lord Jesus 
loves the local church, and training fruitful leaders is essential for the 
edification of  each local body of  Christ. Our task, therefore, is to equip our 
students to love and serve the local church in collaboration with other 
churches. For this reason, our instruction ought to provide students with 
theological depth together with a practical focus on a love for Christ and his 
people. A proper balance in the classroom both fuels and saturates effective 
Christian ministry. After all, theological training is not the end goal—it is the 
means of  glorifying the Lord Jesus Christ and fulfilling his Great 
Commission within the context of  the local church. Thomas H. L. Cornman 
writes: 

 
7Justo L González, The History of Theological Education (Nashville, TN: Abingdon 
Press, 2015), 128. 
8Michael A. G. Haykin, Brian Croft, and James B. Carroll, Pastoral Friendship, The 
Forgotten Piece to a Persevering Ministry (Fearn, Rossshire, Scotland: Christian Focus 
Publications, 2022), 17. 
9J.C. Ryle, Practical Religion (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 2013), 317. 



Philosophy of Theological Education for the Pastor-Professor 

6 

The universal church has many local expressions. Those who lead 
and teach in Christian higher education must focus their attention 
on local churches as well as on understanding the nature of  the 
church universal. It is in the local church that the work of  the 
universal church takes place. Here the people of  God are taught 
about the things of  God. This is where they gather to worship God 
and to engage in the hard work of  community. We live within a 
contemporary Christianity that has lost the ideal of  the centrality 
of  the local church in the life of  the Christian. If  the Christian 
college movement is to truly serve the church, it will fan the flame 
of  church participation through modeling the habit of  church 
attendance and the practice of  service to the church.10 

If Cornman is speaking of the significance of the local church to the Christian 
college, how much more is this the case for the seminary? Cornman also 
speaks of the danger of the school community replacing the church: 

Many students in our institutions are finding their spiritual 
sustenance through us, and therefore, they go through their college 
experience not understanding the need to participate in the local 
church or in some cases find the local church inferior to the college 
experience.11 

What a warning! In our very attempt to equip students to pastor, teach, and 
lead in the local church, we must take care that our students are connected 
to life in their local church. It begins with admissions references and 
questions, continues through their life in the student body through 
intentional partnerships and instruction, and celebrates their current and 
future ministry upon graduation. We want our Bible college and seminary 
community to function in such a way as to model and train our students to 
shepherd their churches into the same kind of life together. Our classrooms, 
then, should be filled with worship, prayer, burden-bearing, and confession 
as needed. Students should not merely see their education as consumers, but 
to be equipped to serve the body of Christ as dispensers of grace into the lives 
of their fellow students and their church family (1 Pet 4:10–11). 

 
 

 
10Thomas H. L. Cornman, “Faith, Teaching, and Learning in Service to the 
Church,” in David Dockery and Christ Morgan, eds., Christian Higher Education: 
Faith, Teaching, and Learning in the Evangelical Tradition (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2018), 494. 
11Cornman, “Faith, Teaching, and Learning in Service to the Church,” 495. 
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Pastor-Professor Led Classrooms 
Our final foundational commitment is pastor-professor-led classrooms. As 
pastor-professors, our faculty are committed to leadership development that 
flows from the reservoir of  their own scholarly pursuits combined with their 
current practice of  pastoral ministry. Gerald Hiestand argues for the necessity 
of  the pastor-scholar paradigm: 

a paradigm in which pastors not only read scholarship, but write 
scholarship—thus returning a distinctly ecclesial voice to 
evangelical theology. Evangelicalism, I believe, is once again in 
need of  theologians—such as Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Edwards, 
and Wesley—who live and move primarily within the social 
location of  the local church. It is, I will argue, more than a 
coincidence that the majority of  history’s most enduring 
theologians were churchmen.12 

By following this pastor-professor philosophy of  education, we believe that 
we can best model to our students what it looks like for a pastor to be a 
Christ-centered expositor who loves and shepherds the flock.  

What are the benefits to a pastor-professor led classroom? First, it 
protects the church from professors who have excessive scholarly tendencies. 
John Piper warns of this: 

Many pastors, especially those who love the glorious vision of  
God’s being and beauty and plan of  salvation, have a scholarly bent 
that threatens to over-intellectualize the Christian faith, which 
means they turn it mainly into a system to be thought about rather 
than a way of  life to be felt and lived. Of  course, it is a system as 
well as a life. But the danger is that the whole thing can be made to 
feel academic rather than heart-wrenchingly real.13 

Second, it provides a healthy antidote to anti-intellectualism that is found in 
many churches. D.A. Carson’s insight on Mark 12:29–30 is helpful: 

So to love God with all your heart and with all your soul and with 
all your mind and with all your strength includes a huge emphasis 
on what and how we think; the other two words—soul and strength 

 
12Gerald L. Hiestand, “Pastor-Scholar to Professor-Scholar: Exploring the 
Theological Disconnect Between the Academy and the Local Church,” Westminster 
Theological Journal (Fall 2008): 357. 
13John Piper and D. A. Carson, The Pastor as Scholar & The Scholar as Pastor: Reflections 
on Life and Ministry, eds., Owen Strachan and David Mathis (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2011), 49. 
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–bespeak intensity, total engagement. Transparently, this means 
that using our minds and wills in a lazy, slapdash, or arrogant way 
is not only pathetic, but it verges on the blasphemous… 

Nothing is quite as deceitful as an evangelical scholarly mind that 
thinks it is especially close to God because of  its scholarship rather 
than because of  Jesus. 

Nevertheless, as soon as this warning has been delivered, we must 
immediately repudiate the pendulum swing that favors anti-
intellectualism. We are to love God with our hearts or (in the biblical 
sense) with our minds. Or again, the very business of  training others 
involves the closest use of  the minds.14 

Therefore, we believe that this model of pastor-professor led classrooms 
helps alleviate the misunderstanding that one cannot be both a pastor and a 
scholar and provides a corrective to both the anti-intellectual pastor and the 
scholar disconnected from the life of the church. 

The Nature and Role of the Learner 
We are convinced that everyone is created with a desire to learn, fueled by an 
innate curiosity. Our goal as instructors, then, is to motivate them to want to 
learn what we have to say. Further, all education, even theological education, 
is a life-long process, which means we are teaching our students how to learn 
as much as we are teaching them what to learn. Pedagogically, this means that 
the role of  the learner ought to be one of  critical learning, which is a 
combination of  both critical thinking and active learning movements.15 
Active learning involves the student in his own learning process. Critical 
learning understands that learning is most successful when the student is 
confident that what he is learning will help him solve a problem that is 
significant, captivating, or beautiful, or because it will help him satisfy a need 
to know an important truth.16 

Students learn best when they are engaged in their own learning by 
writing, by relating the information to past knowledge, and by applying it to 
their daily lives. Our goal is to explain the course content and direct it in a 
manner so that the students can practice applying it through the in-class 
development and defense of  their own theology, as well as encouraging them 

 
14Piper and Carson, The Pastor as Scholar, 75–76; emphasis original. 
15See Ken Bain, What the Best College Teachers Do (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2004). 
16See Svinicki, Marilla, and Wilbert J. McKeachie. McKeachie, Teaching Tips: Strategies, 
Research, and Theory for College and University Teachers, 13th ed, (Belmont, CA: 
Wadsworth, 2010). 
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to implement the course content into their own personal life and ministry. 
Thus, the student will be committed to growing as disciples of  Jesus Christ, 
concerned about their own spirituality, show biblical discernment as they 
investigate and interact with various types of  literature, learn in community 
through peer-to-peer relationships, and utilize a dialogical approach within 
the classroom. Finally, in such a model, the students, not the professor, are 
ultimately responsible for their own education and their own work, and ought 
to take the initiative in their own learning. 

The Role of the Professor 
James K.A. Smith delivers a provocative set of  questions in the introduction 
of  his book Desiring the Kingdom:  

What is education for? And more specifically, what is at stake in a 
distinctively Christian education? What does the qualifier Christian 
mean when appended to education? . . . What if  education, 
including higher education, is not about the absorption of  ideas 
and information, but about the formation of  hearts and desires? 
What if  we began by appreciating how education not only gets into 
our head but also (and more fundamentally) grabs us by the gut— 
what the New Testament refers to as kardia, “the heart”? What if  
education was primarily concerned with shaping our hopes and 
passions—our visions of  “the good life”—and not merely about 
dissemination of  data and information as inputs to our 
thinking? . . . What if  education wasn’t first and foremost about 
what we know, but about what we love [emphasis original]?17 

Christian education is not complete until it encompasses formation habits 
through reaching the affections. Therefore, the role of  professor begins with 
our Christlike example of  pastoral-professorial ministry. Further, this 
formation happens primarily through a classroom atmosphere that promotes 
a response of  worship. As instructors, then, we must be intentional about 
both the content and application of  our curriculum, as well as the classroom 
routines and atmosphere, or what Smith calls “liturgy.” The rhythms of  
starting and ending class with prayer, bringing conversations back to gospel 
intentionality, and applying the curriculum to the supremacy and sufficiency 
of  Christ. 

The professor’s role, then, is to foster meaningful personal relationships 
between teacher and student as well as between student and student, and to 
encourage significant and consistent interaction with one another as fellow 
disciples of  Christ and as a priesthood of  believers. We should emphasize the 

 
17Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 17–18. 
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“community of  learning” through relationships, peer-to-peer learning, and 
resourcing one another, and not merely using competition as a motive for 
success. In addition, we must model and motivate students by active 
participation in the life of  the church as a part of  our own theological 
reflection and worship. 

The Aim of Education 
Robert Pazmiño has helpfully summarized the historical development of 
evangelical Christian higher education. He writes: 

An evangelical approach to religious education emphasizes four 
distinctive elements that are primarily theological in nature: biblical 
authority, the necessity of  conversion, the redemptive work of  
Jesus Christ, and personal piety. Each of  these elements can be 
viewed as a grace of  the evangelical tradition, as a gift that God has 
graciously bestowed on the church for the advance of  God’s work 
in the world. But in relation to each of  these distinctive elements 
or graces, a potential danger exists: each distinctive element must 
be related to the greater revelation of  God’s truth, which holds 
each grace in proper balance with other graces. This is the case in 
individual experience as well as in the corporate experience of  
evangelicalism.18 

Integrating our previous discussions, therefore, we must make the aim of our 
education include these four distinctive elements as part of an ultimate goal: 
worship. Just as the church exists to worship, so too the educational aim is 
to promote and enlarge a response of learning to worship. God is not only 
glorious, but he also loves his glory with infinite passion (Isa 48:9–11) and 
does everything for his own name’s sake (Ezek 36:20–23). Christian 
education flows from the fountain of worship, adoration, and passion for 
God’s magnificent glory to be known by others (Rom 12:1; Heb 13:15; Eph 
5:19–20).  

Students, then, will be better equipped to minister to the church and 
advance the kingdom if they see education as an act of worship, a formation 
not only of their mind but their hearts, demonstrated in their Christian life. 
Furthermore, Christian education should not be limited to the fields of 
Scripture or theology, but rather as González says, “What ministerial 
education is to seek is not only that candidates for orders know the Bible and 
theology but above all that they know how to employ that knowledge in such 

 
18Robert W. Pazmiño, Foundational Issues in Christian Education (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2008), 57. 
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a way as to encourage dialogue with the rest of human knowledge.”19 At the 
very least, theological education should provide tools to better equip pastors 
and ministry leaders. It is why our curriculum includes robust training in the 
original languages, exegetical, systematic, and practical theology, church 
history, homiletics, and missions. However, it does not end with knowledge 
and learning. 

What we should desire is a robust biblical spirituality, or to put it another 
way, living a Spirit-directed life in understanding and experience within the 
normative standard of Scripture (e.g., Gal 2:20).20 Thus, the aim of education 
is a holistic one, as we seek to produce a change in thinking, affections, and 
behavior. It is a joining together of what the mind has learned with the 
feelings of the heart and the practice of the Christian life all to the glory of 
God in Christ by the Spirit. 

Preferred Methods and Curriculum 
Because of our commitments as pastor-professors to propel students into 
ministry and service of the church, our curriculum and assessments are very 
practical in nature. They are designed so that the student will immediately 
apply what they are learning and writing in their own local church and 
ministry setting. Further, consistent pastoral “triage” and application of the 
curriculum by the professor reinforces, through our own ministry examples 
and times of classroom devotion, that we are equipping these students to love 
and shepherd the flock. Nevertheless, this “vocational school” approach 
should not be perceived as simply a transfer of information, but as we argued 
above, a formation of servants and shepherds of the church by example and 
mentorship. We do not believe that the best resource that a seminary has to 
offer is its curriculum. Instead, our best resource is our professors. Through 
their curriculum, they endeavor to model high-quality research and 
scholarship for the sake of the church. It is through these kinds of classroom 
methodologies and curriculum that both our teaching and the student 
learning become an act of worship (1 Cor 10:31). 

III 
The Model of Cornerstone Seminary 

The Cornerstone Seminary began in 2004 when a group of like-minded 
pastors in the San Francisco Bay Area realized the need to continue equipping 
and training their people for pastoral ministry. Cornerstone’s predecessor, 

 
19Justo L González, The History of Theological Education, 121. 
20See Peter Adam, Hearing God’s Word: Exploring Biblical Spirituality, ed. D. A. Carson, 
New Studies in Biblical Theology, vol. 16 (Downers Grove, IL: InverVarsity, 2004), 
and D. A. Carson, The Gagging of God: Christianity Confronts Pluralism (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1996), 555–69. 
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Grace School of Theology, was launched in 1977 by these same pastors to 
train leaders in the local church. Grace School of Theology later became The 
Cornerstone Bible College and Seminary. 

At TCBS, we offer one degree, the Master of Divinity. It is a three-year 
program that requires the satisfactory completion of 151 quarter credit hours 
(equivalent to 100 semester hours). We have chosen to limit the electives to 
eighteen (18) units because we want all our students to receive thorough 
training in biblical languages (33 units), biblical hermeneutics and exposition 
(21 units), church history (11 units), systematic theology (38 units), pastoral 
training (24 units), and missions (6 units).  

In the case study that follows, I will evaluate our four foundational 
commitments, describing how they are fleshed out in 1) our students and 
alumni, 2) our professors and 3) our curriculum. 

In Our Students and Alumni 
The local church is healthy to the degree that (1) its pastor-teachers are able—
accurately, effectively, and broadly—to bring the gospel to bear specifically into 
the real lives of the people; and (2) its people have a deep, personal 
understanding of and personal appreciation for the gospel so that they are 
able to live out a robust biblical spirituality. Furthermore, communion with 
the triune Godhead is only possible when it is built upon the foundation of 
the Christian’s union with Christ. Thus, positional sanctification received 
from the Father by the Holy Spirit at the point of union with Christ in 
conversion is the soil from which progressive sanctification grows. 

When I was a student at The Cornerstone Seminary, I greatly appreciated 
the mentorship I received. My professors wanted to produce in me a love for 
Christ and his people, as well as an accurate handling of  the Scriptures that 
would produce in me Christlikeness and personal holiness. Now that I am 
one of  the professors, I, too, want to teach in a way that reaches the affections 
through formation rather than simply information. Here at TCBS, all our 
professors foster meaningful personal relationships between teacher and 
student as well as between student and student and encourage significant and 
consistent interaction. Also, we model and motivate students by active 
participation in the life of  the local church and not just in the classroom. 

Some of the most formative times are found in the breaks between 
classroom hours. The professors will often dig into the lives of our students, 
asking them how they can pray for them, mentoring them by showing them 
personal joys and challenges of being a pastor, and working with them 
through the difficult pastoral issues in their own church. The friendships that 
are built in the breakroom and around the lunch table or after class as an 
impromptu “office hour” remain after graduation and turn into deep and 
meaningful ministry partnerships. We have witnessed our alumni gather in 
regions of the Bay Area for fellow encouragement, partnership in ministry, 
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and to help bear the load when ministry is hard. I have been pleasantly 
surprised by our students’ desire to have their professors preach at their 
churches, speak at their retreats, and be the main speaker for their pastor’s 
conferences rather than more recognized theologians. 

Our students are encouraged to complete assignments that will be 
immediately useful in their current and future ministry. Whether it is an 
exegetical project in advanced Greek that turns into a sermon outline, a 
devotional journal meditating on systematic theology in a way that can be 
understood as an act of worship and then used in discipleship, or church 
history assignments that are inductive studies through primary resources that 
become a repository of their own historical learning, the goal is formation of 
personal and pastoral disciplines and tools that help them better love and 
shepherd the flock. 

Finally, if the proof of the pudding is in the eating, then our alumni are a 
testimony to the achievement of our learning outcomes. By God’s grace, of 
all the graduates, I only know of one who has disqualified themselves from 
ministry through sin. The rest of the alumni are actively serving in local-
church ministry. They do not have a reputation for causing division or 
splitting churches. Instead, when I gather them together and speak with 
them, they are committed to loving and shepherding the flock. Their heart is 
for their people and the exaltation of Christ. As a result, most of our new 
students come through word of mouth and at the recommendation of our 
alumni. 

In Our Professors 
Although it overlaps with the curriculum section below, it is worth discussing 
our course standardization and evaluation under the category of our 
professors. Every class is initially developed and then evaluated through peer 
and student evaluation for the following core values: (1) Does the course 
emphasize the supremacy and sufficiency of Christ in all things? Further, is 
the Christ-centeredness of the course also fully Trinitarian rather than placing 
an emphasis on Christ that ignores or diminishes the Father or Spirit? Is the 
explanation and application of the sufficiency of Christ done in a pastoral 
fashion? Does the class demonstrate a passion for the supremacy of Christ 
in all areas of theology and ministry? Does the class explain and give examples 
of the Christ-centeredness of all Scripture? Does the class explain and apply 
proper biblical theology concerning Christ in all of Scripture? (2) Does the 
course protect the nature of Scripture as the sufficient, inerrant, revelation of 
God’s mind and will? Does the professor relate his subject matter to the 
doctrine of inerrancy by adequately answering objections to the doctrine 
when they arise in the material? (3) Does the course stress reliance upon the 
work of the Holy Spirit in the ministries of preaching, edification, and 
evangelism/mission? (4) Does the course encourage the work of missions 
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and the spread of God’s glory to all peoples? (5) Does the course explain the 
supremacy of Christ-centered preaching for the life of the church and the 
advance of the Gospel? (6) Does the course defend the priority of biblical 
eldership and leadership in the local church? Does the subject matter relate 
to practical issues in pastoral ministry? (7) Does the course explain the need 
for skill in the biblical languages for preparing to be expository preachers? 
Does the class demonstrate the usefulness of the biblical languages by 
incorporating them into class lectures, when appropriate and germane to the 
class subject matter? 

Because the average tenure of  our professors’ pastorate is over twenty 
years, the journeyman experience they bring to our classrooms cannot be 
overemphasized. They use their years of  pastoral experience along with the 
wealth of  their unique experiences within their local congregation. As a 
result, the students acquire real and vivid examples for their own learning. 
For example, much of  my own pastoral ministry has been bi-vocational. For 
many years, my non-pastoral job was spent working in the Bay Area oil 
refineries in project controls and construction management. In that industry 
(e.g., engineering, chemistry, or construction management degrees), 
education is supplemented with internships, on-the-job training, and 
associations that emphasize the importance of  “real-world” experience.  

Those who trained me pastorally held to the same philosophy. Whether 
it was my internship at Grace Church of Napa Valley, my schooling at Grace 
School of Theology and Ministry and The Cornerstone Seminary, or the 
mentoring I received from those Cornerstone professors who ordained me 
to eldership (Frank Griffith, Steve Fernandez, John Fernandez, and Phil 
Howard), I was pointed toward theology and ministry that was immediately 
applicable in the local church. 

Finally, we know that as a seminary, we do not ordain pastors, nor do we 
send out church planters or missionaries. Our task is to assist the local church 
by equipping students to minister and serve the local church. Our 
collaboration with churches in the training of fruitful leaders is essential for 
the edification of each local body of Christ, and our professors, who are often 
the pastors of those local churches, continually emphasize the importance of 
local church engagement. We have the responsibility to direct the 
conversation, answer the questions, and emphasize the application of 
doctrine in our student’s local church ministry.  

In Our Curriculum 
How do we carry out this task? For the academically minded, the temptation 
is to become content with knowledge alone and measure student success by 
essays and exams. John Frame’s words about the church ring true about the 
classroom as well:  
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The church is not an academic debating society, not a place where 
one seeks by whatever means to prove himself  right and to prove 
the other guy wrong. It is, above all, a place where we care for one 
another as nursing mothers care for their babies. And if  that 
atmosphere of  caring, protecting, nurturing, and loving is ever 
replaced by an adversarial climate, the very life of  the church is in 
danger.21  

This danger is why our instruction at TCBS aims to provide students with a 
pursuit of  theological depth together with a practical focus on a love for 
Christ and his people. A proper balance in the classroom both fuels and 
saturates effective Christian ministry, for theological training is has as its goal 
the glory of  the Triune God and obedience to the Great Commission.  

What does this look like? In the biblical languages, our goal is not only to 
learn lexical, grammatical, syntactical analysis, to understand textual criticism 
and engage with current scholarship, but to teach the students to use their 
own translations along with diagrammatical analysis and use of  the best 
exegetical commentaries to prepare sermons and other forms of  teaching for 
the benefit of  the church. Sidney Greidanus argues: 

Biblical preaching is a Bible shaped word imparted in a Bible-like 
way. In expository preaching the biblical text is neither a 
conventional introduction to a sermon on a largely different theme, 
nor a convenient peg on which to hang a ragbag of  miscellaneous 
thoughts, but a master which dictates and controls what is said.22 

Our curriculum in biblical languages then equips the students to find the 
main point of  the text, which then becomes the main point of  their sermon. 
And by teaching our students to preach the shape of  the text, our students 
are allowing the passage of  Scripture to determine both the content and the 
structure of  their sermon. 

In hermeneutics and exposition, our aim is to equip our students with the 
tools necessary to arrive at authorial intent. As they answer the questions, 
“What does it say? what does it mean? and, why is it important?” we want 
them to also ask, “How does it point to Christ?” As they do so, they will learn 
how the experience of  the original audience and the teaching of  biblical text 
applies to the life of  faith and the mission of  their own churches in the 
present day.  

In systematic theology, we want our students to see that doing theology 
is not merely a matter of  collecting relevant Bible texts and exegeting each 

 
21John Frame, Doctrine of the Christian Life (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2008), 941. 
22Sidney Greidanus, The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1988), 11. 
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passage in its original context. It was written with a pastoral intent in mind 
that prioritizes the spiritual health of  those under their care. Our academic 
dean, Derek Brown, has written wise words on this matter: 

While it will always be necessary for pastors to engage in rigorous 
intellectual labor over doctrine and theology, such labor can never 
become detached from concern for the flock’s well-being. 
Doctrinal preaching and theological discipleship are essential 
features of  a healthy congregation. But a pastor whose theological 
labor becomes uncoupled from pastoral objectives will soon find 
his own soul dry and his people’s souls thirsty as well.  

Our desire at TCBS is to see God shape aspiring pastors by his 
Spirit and his Word through instruction delivered by men whose 
ministries are characterized by that uncommon balance of  
theological rigor and pastoral wisdom. To be shaped by the Word, 
however, is to not only be shaped by the teaching of  Scripture, but 
by the nature of  Scripture as well. The Bible from beginning to end 
has a distinctly pastoral aim: salvation, worship, growth, edification, 
love, fruit, obedience—the glory of  Christ seen and enjoyed 
among God’s people. This is real pastoral ministry. Anything less 
falls short of  the biblical calling and ideal.23 

In church history, we teach our students that church history informs us about 
our predecessors in the faith; that is, those who have helped shape our 
Christian communities and thus make us what we are. Because we stand on 
the shoulders of  such “giants,” its goal is to instill humility and modesty into 
our lives, and thus exercise a sanctifying influence upon us. As pastors, church 
history is an immensely helpful tool that informs our theology, gives counsel 
and examples to our ministry, and provides illustrations and richness to our 
pulpit. The study of  church history is, then, a study of  God’s people to see 
what he has been doing in the world, and therefore ought to produce a 
response of  worship: both praise for his mighty acts and trust to display his 
power and glory afresh in our day. 

As an example of  pastoral ministry, preaching is a manifestation of  the 
pastor’s love for the flock, and as a priestly duty, an act of  worship to God as 
the preacher uses his spiritual gifts to serve the church. Furthermore, 
preaching is relevant to personal needs, because it is preaching that points to 
the all-sufficiency of  the Father’s provision by the Spirit in his Son. When 

 
23Derek Brown, “Scripture is a Practical Theology: A Vision for Theological 
Education,” 2022. Available from https://tcbs.org/resources/the-pastor-
professor/scripture-is-a-practical-theology-a-vision-for-theological-education/. 
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brothers and sisters are delivered and helped by the sufficiency of  the gospel, 
Christ is glorified and exalted, both in the preacher and in the people.  

However, expository preaching is not the end goal. Shepherding is the 
end goal. Expository preaching is one of  the main tools that a loving, kind, 
gentle pastor uses to take the gospel and apply it in the lives of  his people in 
such a way that they see that Christ is all that they need. They see his 
sufficiency, and as a result, they exalt and proclaim him. Thus, theological 
education while engaged in ministry at the local church is the most strategic 
training we can provide here at Cornerstone as we seek to exalt Christ and 
love his church.  

Finally, in missions, we want our students to see that the essential nature 
and calling of  the church is to be on mission until Jesus returns. Why? God 
is on a mission to seek worshippers from every nation, people, tribe, and 
tongue, and has commissioned his church to be the instrument of  
proclaiming his gospel, both locally and globally. Furthermore, individual 
believers are his missionaries, his ambassadors, calling people to be reconciled 
to God by confessing Jesus as Lord and having been regenerated by the Holy 
Spirit. 

We want them to know that being mission-minded is to be ambassadors 
about our Lord’s business. This means their own pastoral ministry in the local 
church is not the end of  the mission but a means to support the ongoing 
mission locally and globally by planting churches and sending and supporting 
missionaries. 

IV 
Conclusion 

Written across the door of  our seminary are the words, “To Exalt and To 
Proclaim.” I remember our inauguration dinner in 2004 when our first 
president Steve Fernandez urged those present, “We want Christ to come 
here! Not somebody that’s known around the country, around the world. We 
want Christ to come here! Let him come through the doors! He’s who we 
need! He’s what our people need...By God’s grace he can raise up men who 
can preach this. May God, if  he so chooses grant that he can use this for his 
glory, [be]cause he uses crooked sticks to draw straight lines.”24 

Because our Lord Jesus loves the church, died for the church, and is the 
head of  the church, the Cornerstone Bible College and Seminary exists to 
serve the church by equipping students to minister and serve the local church. 
Our instruction, therefore, aims to provide students with a pursuit of  
theological depth together with a practical focus on a love for Christ and his 
people. A proper balance in the classroom both fuels and saturates effective 

 
24Steve Fernandez, “Christ’s Infinite Fulness” (Sermon presented at the Inaugural 
Service, The Cornerstone Seminary, Vallejo, CA, September 27, 2004). 
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Christian ministry, which is why we are grateful for our faculty, who pour 
themselves out into the lives of  our students from the reservoir of  their own 
scholarly pursuits combined with their current practice of  pastoral ministry. 
Theological training is not merely an end but rather a means of  glorifying the 
Lord Jesus Christ and fulfilling his Great Commission. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



 

Leading Your People in a  
Biblical Theology of Work 

Derek J. Brown*  

I 
Renewed Evangelical Interest  

in a Theology of Work 

Among those who locate themselves within the Reformed and broadly 
evangelical tradition, it should be uncontroversial to assert that faithful 
pastoral leadership entails shepherding our people to think and live biblically. 
It should be just as uncontroversial to say that a theology of work is essential 
to this task of pastoral leadership.  

Given the amount of material published on work and vocation in the last 
twenty-five years, however, it seems that the above statement has needed 
some defending. We will consider in a moment the reasons the evangelical 
church has required some re-alignment on the topic of work within the last 
three decades. For now, it is only important to observe that the sheer 
abundance of publishing on this topic is a sign of a vital theological need 
within the evangelical church, and pastors should take notice.   

Nearly four decades ago, in a chapter addressing the topic of work from 
a counseling perspective, Jay Adams noted the scarcity of evangelical 
engagement on the topic. He often addressed the issue of work and its 
relationship to discipleship in his books on counseling,1 but he also saw a 
need among evangelicals for full-length, vigorously theological treatments of 
the doctrine.2  

About fifteen years after Adams’ plea, Doug Sherman and William 
Hendricks penned, Your Work Matters to God, in which they sought to provide 
readers with a theology of work while dismantling the notion that one’s daily 
work was of less importance than allegedly more spiritual activities like 

 
*Derek J. Brown is pastor-elder at Creekside Bible Church in Cupertino, California, 
and academic dean at The Cornerstone Bible College and Seminary in Vallejo, 
California.  
1See Jay Adams, Competent to Counsel (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1970), 141-44; 
Shepherding God’s Flock: A Handbook on Pastoral Ministry, Counseling, and Leadership 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975), 268-69.  
2Jay Adams, A Theology of Christian Counseling: More Than Redemption (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1979), 138.  
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evangelism, missions, and Bible studies.3 Building from the ground up, 
Sherman and Hendricks developed their doctrine of work from Scripture, 
starting with the creation narrative and the truth that God has revealed 
himself as a worker and made mankind to be a worker.4 In 2002, about fifteen 
years after Sherman and Hendricks penned their book, Gene Veith published 
God at Work: Your Christian Vocation in All of Life, addressing the same 
concerns as Sherman and Hendricks while aiming to help Christians view 
their daily work as a place where they served God and could be rich in good 
works.5  

Since Veith’s book, we have seen a high concentration of books on the 
topic of work from an evangelical perspective,6 with the most recent 

 
3Doug Sherman and William Hendricks, Your Work Matters to God (Colorado 
Springs: NavPress, 1987). This book was the fruit of Sherman’s Th.M. Thesis, 
“Toward a Christian Theology of Work” (Dallas Theological Seminary, 1984).   
4Sherman and Hendricks, Your Work Matters to God, 77-84.  
5Gene Veith, God at Work: Your Christian Vocation in All of Life (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2002). Concerning the issue of a Christian’s good works, Veith writes, 
“Good works, for the most part, are done in vocation” (133).  
6For example, Wayne Grudem, Business for the Glory of God: The Bible’s Teaching on the 
Moral Goodness of Business (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2003); Ben Witherington III, 
Work: A Kingdom Perspective on Labor (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011);  Lester 
DeKoster, Work: The Meaning of Your Life, Second Edition (Grand Rapids: Christian 
Library Press, 2011); Chad Brand, Flourishing Faith: A Baptist Primer on Work, 
Economics, and Civil Stewardship (Grand Rapids: Christian Library Press, 2012); Tim 
Chester, Gospel-Centered Work: Becoming the Worker God Wants You to Be (Charlotte, 
NC: The Good Book Company, 2013); John Bolt, Economic Shalom: A Reformed 
Primer on Faith, Work and Human Flourishing (Grand Rapids: Christian Library Press, 
2013); Sabastian Trager and Greg Gilbert, The Gospel at Work: How Working for Jesus 
Gives Purpose and Meaning to Our Jobs (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013); Tim Keller, 
Every Good Endeavor: Connecting Your Work with God’s Work (New York: Penguin, 
2014); Matt Perman, What’s Best Next: How the Gospel Transforms the Way You Get 
Things Done (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014); Benjamin T. Quinn and Walter R. 
Strickland, Every Waking Hour: An Introduction to Work and Vocation for Christians 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2016); Jim Hamilton, Work and our Labor in the Lord 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2017); Gordon Fee, Offer Yourselves to God: Vocation, Work, 
and Ministry in Paul’s Epistles (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2019); Daniel Doriani, Work: 
It’s Purpose, Dignity, and Transformation (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2019); Douglas 
Wilson, Ploductivity: A Practical Theology of Work and Wealth (Moscow, ID: Canon 
Press, 2020); Matthew Kaemingk and Cory B. Wilson, Work and Worship: 
Reconnecting our Labor and Liturgy (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2020); Daniel 
Dorinai, Work that Makes a Difference (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2021); David Benson, 
Kara Martin, and Andrew Sloane, Transforming Vocation: Connecting Theology, Church, 
and the Workplace for the Flourishing World, Australian College of Theology 
Monograph Series (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2021). Bryan Chapell, Grace at 
Work: Redeeming the Grind and the Glory of Your Work (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022); 
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contribution coming earlier this year from economist and wealth manager, 
David Bahnsen.7 Along with these published works is a growing collection 
of websites that offer readers many excellent resources that trade on the same 
themes as the above books.  

Why the Recent Evangelical Renewal in a Theology of Work? 
We may legitimately ask why evangelical authors and publishers have 
recently flooded the market with books on the topic of work and vocation. 
While it is impossible to exhaust this question given the number of factors 
that shape ecclesiastical need, there are a few reasons we can offer for why 
work has lately become a topic of interest among evangelicals.  

First, confusion over the issue of work pervades our culture. We can see 
this lack of clarity, for example, in historical treatments of the topic. Some 
non-Christian authors perpetuate the notion that work is punishment for 
man’s sin. Failing to carefully distinguish between the original gift of work 
rooted in creation and frustration in work as a result of the fall, secular writers 
give the impression that Christianity is to blame for our woes at work. UK-
based author and columnist Richard Donkin asks, “…when did work begin 
to take on its biblical definition as a burden, something that man, in his 
punishment, would be compelled to suffer, ‘in the sweat of thy face.’”8 As we 
will see later, Scripture places work well before the fall and views it as a gift 

 
J. Daryl Charles, Our Secular Vocation: Rethinking the Church’s Calling to the Marketplace 
(Nashville: B & H, 2023). 
7David Bahnsen, Full Time: Work and the Meaning of Life (New York: PostHill, 2024). 
Bahnsen is the son of the late theologian and apologist, Greg Bahnsen. David 
Bahnsen writes from a broadly Reformed perspective.  
8Richard Donkin, The History of Work (Houndmills, England: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2010), 11-12. Earlier in the book, Donkin describes the Protestant work ethic as 
“an ethos that has defined work for many people for hundreds of years [in Western 
society], creating the belief among most of us that work is a toil that it is actually 
something we would rather not be doing, but we know we must do, nevertheless, 
because therein lies salvation; there is virtue in its accomplishment” (xx). This is a 
woefully mistaken view of the so-called Protestant work ethic and its biblical 
foundations. Donkin misses the important distinction between work as part of the 
original creation and work in a post-fall world. He also fails to distinguish between 
eternal salvation (which cannot be achieved by work) and earthly satisfaction (what 
can be achieved by work). The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy misunderstands the 
biblical position on work when it says, “The Christian tradition contains several 
different views of work, including that work is toil for human sin, that work should 
be a calling or vocation by which one glorifies God or carries out God’s will, and 
that work is an arena in which to manifest one’s status as elect in the eyes of God 
(the ‘Protestant work ethic’)” (“Philosophical Approaches to Work,” January 11, 
2022, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/work-labor/. Accessed May 28, 2024.       
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from God to his creatures, and one of the primary ways we reflect our 
Creator. Work is not punishment for our sin—frustration is.  

Corresponding to the idea of work as a burden and punishment for sin is 
the American notion of retirement as a time when one stops working in order 
to enjoy two or more decades of unencumbered leisure.9 While both of these 
viewpoints are unbiblical—work as punishment and work as a mere means 
to leisure—it is naïve to conclude that our people are not influenced by these 
misguided notions about work and are impervious to their negative effects.10 
Christian authors have noticed this trend over the last three decades and 
responded to it.  

Second, the church, throughout its history, has often tended toward a 
more or less Gnostic/Platonic11 view of the human body and a corollary 
dichotomy between the sacred and the secular. In the early and medieval 
church, for example, Gnosticism and Greek philosophy exerted a strong 
influence on the church and its practice of monasticism12 and shaped the 
view, held among some of the church’s most significant theologians, that the 
contemplative life was superior to the active life.13 Initially, the monastics did 

 
9Jeff Haanen, An Uncommon Guide to Retirement (Chicago: Moody, 2019). Haanen, 
Founder and Executive Director of Denver Institute for Faith and Work, observes 
that “the dominant paradigm of retirement is about vacation—how to afford it, 
and then how to make the most of it” (20).   
10As anecdotal evidence, I remember speaking with a Christian woman several 
years ago who had graduated with a Bible degree from a prestigious Christian 
university, but who had always assumed, until she was in her mid-twenties, that 
work was given to man after the fall, not before. Needless to say, this outlook 
affected her desire and ambition for work.   
11I place these two systems together, not because, historically speaking, they contain 
all the same features or because one derived from the other, but because the 
dichotomy between flesh and spirit resides at the center of both worldviews, in 
whatever form they take.  
12See Phillip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, vol. 3: Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Christianity, AD. 311-590 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2009), 153-54. Schaff is 
careful to distinguish between the worldview and the motives of “heathen” 
aestheticism and Catholic asceticism. He nevertheless argues that Gnosticism did 
“exert a powerful influence on the Catholic asceticism and its view of the world…” 
(154).   
13J. Daryl Charles, writes, “The ancient roots of this disjunction [between the sacred 
and the secular], as characterized by the purported superiority of the vita 
contemplative over a vita activa, can be found in the early church and extend both to 
the medieval church and beyond” (Our Secular Vocation: Rethinking the Church’s Calling 
to the Marketplace [Nashville: B & H, 2023], 5. See also Schaff, History of the Christian 
Church: “Monasticism was from the first distinguished as the contemplative life 
from the practical” (3:158). Thomas Aquinas formally defended the superiority of 
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not consider the physical body evil in and of itself.14 But such a view 
eventually crept into later monasticism.15 For early monastics who joined a 
community (as opposed to anchorites who sought complete solitude), work 
appears to have been a regular feature of the cloister.16 This approach toward 
work was not consistent throughout church history, however, as some later 
monasteries were characterized by idleness.17 In the Middle Ages, some 
monastics embraced voluntary poverty and did not work for their living but 
begged for their food.18 Nevertheless, from its inception, monasticism was 
“praised as the highest form of earthly existence”19 and provided the 
“shortest and surest road to heaven.”20 The division between the flesh and 
the spirit was well established by the Middle Ages.    

In the context of a maturing sacramental theology, the medieval church 
exacerbated this implicit dichotomy between the physical and the spiritual, 

 
the contemplative life over the active life in his Summa Theologia, II-II, Q. 182,    
Art. 1.  
14Everett Ferguson, Church History: From Christ to Pre-Reformation (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2005), 228.  
15Bruce L. Shelly, Church History In Plain Language, Fourth Edition (Nashville: 
Thomas Nelson, 2013), 132. Shelly writes, “Above all, the Benedictine conception 
of the Christian life was essentially unnatural. ‘To enter a monastery was to separate 
from the world, to abandon the ordinary relationships of social life,’ to shun 
marriage and all that the Christian home signifies. And supporting the whole 
endeavor was an erroneous view of man. The soul, said the monk, is chained to the 
flesh like a prisoner to a corpse. That is not the biblical view of life, and it created a 
fundamental flaw in monasticism” (132).  
16 Schaff, History of the Christian Church, 3:160. Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-550), for 
example, made manual labor a key feature of his “Rule.” See “The Rule of St. 
Benedict,” in Callings: Twenty Centuries of Christian Wisdom on Vocation, ed., William C. 
Placher (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 131-32.  
17 Phillip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, vol. 5: The Middle Ages, 1049-1294 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 314. 
17 Schaff, History of the Christian Church, 5:323-25. 
18The most famous example is St. Patrick of Assisi (1182-1226). Patrick founded 
the Catholic religious order called The Franciscans. As Francis gathered followers, 
he wrote a rule for them. “The rule exalted poverty, not as a means to a spiritual 
end, but as an end in itself. Franciscans renounced ownership of all property; they 
were spiritually married to ‘Lady Poverty’ and begged for their food” (Nick 
Needham, 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, vol. 2: The Middle Ages [Ross-shire, 
Scottland, 2016], 342-43). It seems that Francis may have changed this outlook on 
work in his Later Rule (1223). Nevertheless, there remained an unhealthy 
attachment to poverty as a spiritually superior state of being, as he referred to his 
followers as “servants of God and disciples of most holy Poverty.”    
19Schaff, History of the Christian Church, 5:314. 
20Schaff, History of the Christian Church, 5:314. 
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forming a strong cleavage between the so-called sacred and the secular.21 The 
idea that greater amounts of justifying grace were located in the church and 
in religious activity by necessity created a distinction between the clergy and 
the laity and between the sacred and the secular. 22 Thus, “vocation” or 
“calling” came to be applied only to priests, monks, and nuns. Leland Ryken 
explains, “In this [sacred-secular] framework, truly spiritual people are 
monks, nuns, and clerics. Ordinary people belong spiritually to a lower 
class.”23  

The Reformers’ re-discovery of justification by faith would directly 
undermine this sacred-secular dichotomy. The truth of justification undercut 
the entire sacramental system and the division of the clergy and laity by 
showing that no one had greater or lesser access to justifying grace. The 
Reformers held that justification occurs at the moment of saving faith in 
Christ and could not be increased or decreased. The priest or nun, therefore, 
was no more justified than the cobbler or blacksmith. The work of both, 
therefore, was valuable to God as it was conducted in faith and according to 
God’s Word.   

At the time of the Reformation, although the word “vocation” applied 
exclusively to priests and nuns, Martin Luther (1483-1546) redefined this 
word to apply to any lawful employment in which a Christian might engage.24 
Also, good works were no longer exclusively conducted in the realm of the 
church or strictly “spiritual” spheres. A Christian could be rich in good works 
in any sphere if he lived by faith and loved his neighbor.25  

Both Martin Luther and John Calvin (1509-1564) took aim at the sacred-
 

21Leland Ryken comments, “The same division of life into the categories of sacred 
and secular, clerical and ordinary, became a leading feature of medieval Roman 
Catholicism.” “‘Some Kind of Life to Which We Were Called by God:’ The Puritan 
Doctrine of Vocation,” in SBJT 22.1 (2018): 46.    
22 Michael Reeves and Tim Chester, Why the Reformation Still Matters (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP, 2016), 182.  
23Ryken, “‘Some Kind of Life,” 46. Ryken notes that this false antithesis between 
the so-called sacred and secular can be found in the Jewish Talmud (c. 400-500 BC) 
and in the church as early as Eusebius (d. 339 AD) (47). Doriani comments, “This 
distinction between active or secular work and the realm of the sacred and 
contemplation governed Christian thought for a millennium. Everyone knew work 
was necessary for life. They believed that it promoted discipline and humility and 
prevented idleness. They held that good work or good works could contribute to 
salvation. Clearly, they recognized that work had instrumental value, but they 
denied that work had intrinsic value. Because contemplation is superior to work, a 
wise disciple will labor as little as possible” (Work, 64). 
24See Gustaf Wingren, Luther on Vocation (1957, repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 
n.d.); Ryken, “‘Some Kind of Life,” 47.   
25Roland H. Bainton, The Reformation of the Sixteenth Century, enlarged edition 
(Boston: Beacon, 1952), 247.   
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secular divide that the Roman Catholic church had erected, often speaking 
on the value, necessity, and dignity of all work. “Your work is a very sacred 
matter,” Luther wrote, “God delights in it, and through it He wants to bestow 
His blessing on you. This praise of work should be inscribed in all tools, on 
the forehead and the face that sweat from toiling.”26 Luther believed that 
God made us for the very purpose of work and provided for our needs through 
our work.27 Calvin went so far as to say, “‘No sacrifice is more pleasing to 
God than when every man applies himself diligently to his own calling.’”28 
He also argued that our work was a divinely ordained means to keep us out 
of trouble and to help us rightly order our lives. 29  

Post-Reformation theologians and pastors would follow Luther and 
Calvin’s lead in dismantling a sacred-secular divide in relation to work.30 
Thomas Watson (1620-1686), for example, argued strongly against a kind of 
Christianity that promoted idleness in the name of spirituality and contended 
that a man’s religion must express itself in the church and in the shop.31 
Wilhelmus a Brakel (1635-1711) stated plainly that it was God’s will that man 
be occupied with a calling and to be faithful to it.32 Cotton Mather (1663-
1728) argued that every Christian should have a calling, a place of usefulness 
where they will spend most of their time.33 Richard Steele (1671-1729), in his 
book, The Religious Tradesman, exalted the common labor of the tradesman 
and provided rich theological and practical counsel for Christians in the 
marketplace.34 Charles Bridges (1794-1869) offered poignant comments 

 
26Edward M. Plass, ed., What Luther Says: A Practical In-Home Anthology for the Active 
Christian (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1959), 1493.   
27Plass, What Luther Says, 1495.   
28Ryken, “‘Some Kind of Life,” 49.  
29John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion in Two Volumes trans. by Ford 
Lewis Battles and ed. John T. McNeill (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960), 
III.10.6. See also John Calvin, 2 Thessalonians in Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 21, ed. 
and trans. John Pringle (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 357: “For the truth is this: 
those are the most peaceable of all, that exercise themselves in lawful 
employments.”  
30See Ryken “Some Kind of Life,” for many examples of Puritans taking direct aim 
at a sacred-secular dichotomy when it came to work.   
31Thomas Watson, A Godly Man’s Picture (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1992), 169.   
32Wilhelmus a Brakel, God, Man, and Christ, vol. 1 in The Christian’s Reasonable Service, 
trans., Bartel Elshout and ed. Joel Beeke (Grand Rapids: Reformed Heritage, 2015), 
cxiii.   
33Leland Ryken, Worldly Saints: The Puritans as they Really Were (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1990), 27.  
34Richard Steele, The Religious Tradesman (1667, repr., Harrisonburg, VA: Sprinkle 
Publications, 1989).   
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about the goodness of earthly life and the blessing of work throughout his 
commentary on Ecclesiastes.35  

Today, despite the rich theological heritage left to us by the Reformers 
and the post-Reformers, Roger Olson notes that some evangelicals today 
display similar tendencies toward a gnostic dualism36 that inevitably gives rise 
to a sacred-secular dichotomy. Gregg Allison argues that “Gnosticism 
continues….to infect the church,” leading Christians to value the soul over 
the body and the immaterial over the physical. 37 

This implicit neo-Gnosticism will directly affect one’s view of work. In 
such an outlook, work is necessary only for acquiring the goods of earthly 
survival and enabling one to serve God in a religious context. Work does not 
bear any intrinsic value—it is only valuable to the degree that it enables one 
to serve God in some other “spiritual” capacity. Thus, a sacred-secular split 
is maintained between that which is holy (the spiritual and eternal) and that 
which is common (the physical and temporal). You can find these underlying 
viewpoints expressed in popular evangelical literature. Consider this 
statement in a book on parenting in which the author exhorts dads to take 
the discipleship of their children more seriously.  

I often hear dads say, “Steve, I agree with what you are saying, and 
I wish I had more time to do some of the things you are talking 
about, but my job…” This is where I usually cut them off. God 
has given a job description to us, and there is no escape clause even 
for dads who work a certain amount of hours. You see, our career 
isn’t really our job. Our career puts food on the table and keeps the 

 
35Charles Bridges, Commentary on Ecclesiastes (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1960): 
“And certainly no one has so little enjoyment of life, as he who is doing nothing in 
life” (85); “Idleness indeed places a man out of God's order. It should therefore 
have no place in God's fair creation” (85); “Work is at once the substance and the 
privilege of our service” (85); “A life of ease can never be a life of happiness, or the 
pathway to heaven” (86); “Real worth is determined, not by outward show, but by 
solid usefulness” (93).    
36Roger E. Olson, Westminster Handbook to Evangelical Theology (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2004), 204: “Popular evangelical folk piety often 
misunderstands these as dualistic (physical versus spiritual) and as grossly physical. 
That is, evangelical lay people often misinterpret Scripture as promoting a view of 
human persons as godlike spirits imprisoned in physical bodies. A kind of rough 
Gnosticism pervades evangelical folk religion in spite of the best efforts of 
evangelical theologians.”       
37Gregg Allison, Embodied: Living as Whole People in a Fractured World (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2021), 25-26.   
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lights on so that we can do our real job. Our real job is laid our 
clearly in the Word.38 

Wright then provides the following three facets of a dad’s job description:  
Dads are to (1) love the Lord with everything they’ve got; (2) love and lead 
their bride; (3) love and teach their children. 

We shouldn’t have any problem with Wright’s job description for dads as 
such, nor should we think it wrong for Wright to correct fathers who are 
using their daily workload as an excuse to avoid the biblical call to disciple 
their children. What we should find troubling is Wright’s truncated view of 
work expressed in the above quote, and how such a view of work will impact 
both the married and unmarried people in our churches.39 The problem is 
found in viewing a father’s daily work (what Wright calls his “career”) as a 
mere means to the real job of loving God, loving one’s bride, and parenting 
one’s children.  

Given that this tendency toward a hyper-spiritualized view of earthly life 
and the human body is found throughout church history, I am persuaded that 
this propensity is not due to any particular set of historical or theological 
circumstances, although it may be intensified in some contexts more than 
others. Rather, because of sin, humanity has an inward bent to reject God’s 
design and reframe our anthropology according to human wisdom, or what 
Paul calls, “the elemental spirits of the world” (Col 2:8).40 This most recent 
uptick in evangelical attention to the topic of work is due to some immediate 
factors in our Western culture like the ones I mentioned above, but it is also 
due to the reality that this topic will always need to be addressed because of 
our tendency to embrace a false dichotomy between the physical and the 
spiritual, the sacred and the secular. Wise pastoral leadership will be 
characterized by careful attention to a theology of work.  

 

 

 

 
38Steve Wright, ApParent Privilege (Royal Palm Beach, FL: InQuest Ministries, 2008), 
146.   
39If pastors teach or imply that one’s income-paying “career” is only useful to the 
point that it puts food on the table and keeps the lights on so that the dad can do 
his “real job,” the single men of the church will by necessity sense that they are 
second-class Christians who can’t please God as much as the married father of 
children.   
40It is no coincidence that in a section where Paul is discussing the elemental spirits 
of the world that he must exhort his readers to reject any teaching that downplays 
the physical nature of earthly life (see Col 2:16-23). 
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II 
Biblical and Theological Foundations  
for an Evangelical Theology of Work 

Having considered the recent renewal in an evangelical theology of work, we 
now turn to consider the doctrine’s biblical and theological foundations. Our 
study of human work, however, begins with God. Because we are created in 
God’s image, it is only right that we study the nature of the Original to gain 
insight into those who have been created to be like him.  

God, the Original Worker 
The first observation we make in the creation account is that God reveals 
himself as a worker: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the 
earth” (Gen 1:1). The remaining sections of Genesis 1:2-31 reveal a God who 
crafts, forms, divides, sorts, exhibits immense creativity and wisdom, 
organizes his productivity to occur on specific days, and, in the process, 
enjoys the satisfaction of work well done. Regarding this last point, after 
nearly every completed day’s work, Scripture reports that “God saw that it 
was good” (Gen 1:10, 12, 17, 21, 25). When he fashioned and placed the final 
jewel in the crown of his creation, he stood back and rejoiced in his excellent 
craftsmanship: “And behold, it was very good” (Gen 1:31). The Creator is 
not only a God who works, but a God who finds satisfaction in his work. 

But are we reading too much into Genesis 1:1-31? Are we supposed to 
view God as a craftsman, shaping his creation and finding satisfaction in his 
work? Yes, without hesitation. First, Genesis 2:1-2 summarizes Genesis 1:1-
31 by categorizing God’s creative activity as “work” ְתּכְאלַמ( ). This word for 
“work” is used throughout the Old Testament to denote human work (e.g., 
Ex 20:9; Prov 24:27; Neh 4:15) and a few times with reference to skillful 
craftsmanship (see Ex 36:4; 1 Kings 7:14; Prov 22:29).  

Second, later biblical writers view God’s creative activity as work. The 
Psalmists, for example, in their reflections on the Genesis account, call the 
creation “the work of God’s hands” (Ps 102:25), noting that the members of 
his creation are glad beneficiaries of his work (Ps 104:13). Solomon 
characterizes God’s creative work as a demonstration of wisdom, skill, and 
delight (Prov 8:28-31). In the New Testament, God works through his Son 
(John 4:34) and through believers (Eph 3:20; Phil 1:6; 2:13; 1 Thess 2:13). 
Indeed, when Jesus was confronted about why he performed miracles on the 
Sabbath (i.e., worked), he characterizes his Father as the one who is always 
working (John 5:17). Given these strands of evidence, it is right to see the 
Genesis narrative portraying God as one who works. God is the original 
worker and the God who never stops working.  

 
 



The Cornerstone Journal of Pastoral Theology and Ministry: 2024 

29 

Humankind: Created to Work 
As we trace the Genesis narrative from God’s creation of the earth to his 
formation of man, it is fitting that we find work as man’s first assignment 
(Gen 2:7-8, 15). The word translated “work” ( דבְעָ ) in Genesis 2:15 is used in 
Genesis 2:5 to refer to cultivating the ground. The word translated “keep” is 
used elsewhere in the Old Testament to refer to protecting others (2 Sam 
11:16; 26:13-16; Ps 121:7). These two general tasks, therefore, would have 
included productive labor such as food collection and distribution, plant and 
tree care, soil preparation (see 1 Chron 27:26, “tilling” in the ESV), taxonomy 
creation, productive use of the animals, organization, diligent protection of 
the garden from intruders, and so on.  

Importantly, the word translated “work” in Genesis 2:15 is used 
throughout the OT to refer not only to productive labor (Ex 34:21) but also 
to serving God (Deut 11:13; 28:14; 22:5; Zeph 3:9) or serving idols (Judge 
2:19; Jer 11:10). The connection here cannot be missed. Adam was created 
to serve God in the garden by attending to the creation tasks God had given 
him. His care for and protection of the garden was his service to God, for it 
was what God had created him to do (Gen 1:26-31). 41 In his original 
assignment, Adam’s religious service to God was conducted in the context 
of his temporal, “earthly” labors.  

The Frustration of Work 
We see, then, that God tasked Adam with work before the fall and 
subsequent curse. Prior to the fall and curse, Adam would not have 
experienced any frustration or futility in fulfilling his daily tasks. The ground 
would have yielded its fruit in correspondence with Adam’s effort and likely 
exceeded his exertion. Not yet afflicted by the sin of laziness, Adam would 
have also found unflagging joy in his work and seen it as an invigorating gift 
rather than something to avoid.    

In response to Adam’s sin, God cursed work. Both the woman’s tasks of 
bearing and raising children and the man’s task of bringing forth bread from 
the ground would receive God’s direct judgment. For Eve, bringing forth 
children would be physically painful (Gen 3:16). For Adam, subduing the 
earth and enjoying its yield would be fraught with frustration and futility (Gen 
3:17-19).   

But not only would their tasks require more exertion and produce less 
yield, Adam and Eve would also struggle inwardly with sinful tendencies 
toward work. Laziness would be a new roadblock to productive labor and 

 
41Michael Vlach, He Will Reign Forever: A Biblical Theology of the Kingdom of God 
(Silverton, OR: Lampion Press, 2017), 62: “Vlach comments, “As Middleton notes, 
‘the human creature is made to worship God in a distinctive way: by interacting 
with the earth, using our God-given power to transform our earthly environment 
into a complex world (a sociocultural world) that glorifies our creator.’” 
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the task of exercising dominion, and rather than join with other image-
bearers in subduing the earth, people would subdue one another and exploit 
them for gain. Beyond these developments, a lack of clarity as to the purpose, 
place, and priority of work would pervade the disparate cultures.    

The Continuation of Work 
Although the fall and curse made work more difficult and occasionally futile, 
work remains a good, divinely bestowed gift and an essential aspect of human 
life. Indeed, early in the Genesis narrative we see image-bearers at work in 
various capacities, as Abel was a keeper of sheep and Cain a worker of the 
ground (Gen 4:1-2).42 

Cain married and had children, and those children and grandchildren 
developed productive skills, while Cain himself exercised dominion by 

 
42We need to note that the Bible’s description of the origin and development of 
work runs contrary to popular, evolutionary-based treatments of the topic. The 
standard secular viewpoint is that work developed in distinct stages, becoming 
more and more sophisticated as humankind’s brains developed. James Suzman 
comments, “Where most animal species have evolved a series of highly specialized 
capabilities honed over generations of natural selection, enabling them to exploit 
specific environments, our ancestors’ shortcut this process by becoming 
progressively more plastic and more versatile. In other words, they became skilled 
at acquiring skills” (Work: A Deep History From the Stone Age to the Age of Robots [New 
York: Penguin, 2021], 81. Earlier Suzman notes that “Homo sapiens are by far the 
most prolific, expert, and versatile makers and users of tools in the history of life” 
(63). Naturalistic evolution is the underlying intellectual framework for this 
“history” of work. According to this framework, our work developed from less 
sophisticated to more sophisticated in correspondence with our growing intellectual 
capacities due to our growing brains. Thus, humanity begins as hunter-gatherers, 
then moves to farming and livestock management. Once over-production occurs, 
cities could be built which led to labor specialization and the creation of currency 
and capital markets. (See Jan Lucassen, The Story of Work: A New History of 
Humankind [New Haven: Yale University Press, 2021], 15-115 for a thorough 
description of this standard chronology.) Scripture directly contradicts this 
“history” of work and demonstrates, for example, that farming and livestock 
management existed alongside each other from the very beginning of creation, 
along with city building and many other forms of specialization and productivity. 
Employments and skills that historians and scientists attribute to later Homo-sapiens 
are found early in the Genesis narrative. Henry Morris comments, “Once again, it 
is significant to note that the elements which modern evolutionary archaeologists 
and anthropologists identify as the attributes of the emergence of evolving men 
from the stone age into true civilization—namely urbanization, agriculture, animal 
domestication, and metallurgy—all were accomplished quickly by the early 
decadents of Adam and did not take hundreds of thousands of years” (The Genesis 
Record: A Scientific and Devotional Commentary on the Book of Beginnings [Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1976], 146-47).  
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building a city (Gen 4:17). We also see a division of labor and skill 
specialization displayed early in the biblical narrative (Gen 4:20-22).43 By the 
time God revealed himself to Noah and instructed him to build an ark, there 
would have been resources available to do such large-scale, sophisticated 
work: construction tools, measuring instruments, apparatus for lifting heavy 
items, implements for felling trees, and so on (see Gen 6:11-16).  

After the flood, God instructed humanity to spread out across the globe 
and repopulate it with the divine image (Gen 9:1ff). Not heeding God’s 
command to “fill the earth” (Gen 9:1), sinful humanity attempted to establish 
themselves in one location. In this act, humans used their God-given creative 
capacities for sinful purposes and built a city and a massive tower (Gen 11:1-
4). In response to this sin, God dispersed the people who then spread out 
across the earth and formed various nations (Gen 11:6-9; see 10:1-32).  

From this point on in the biblical narrative, we find humanity engaged in 
numerous productive employments. There are emperors (Gen 12:14; 41:1), 
servants (Gen 12:16; 41:37), herdsmen (Gen 13:8; 26:20), city builders (Gen 
13:12), kings (Gen 14:1ff; 36:31), priests (Gen 14:18; Exod 2:16), army 
commanders (Gen 21:22), hunters (Gen 25:27), farmers (Gen 26:12), 
shepherdesses (Gen 29:9), traders (Gen 37:25), cupbearers (Gen 40:2), bakers 
(Gen 40:2), captains of the guard (Gen 40:3), governors (Gen 42:6), house 
stewards (Gen 44:1), keepers of livestock (Gen 46:34), taskmasters (Exod 
1:11), midwives (Exod 1:15), shepherds (Exod 1:17), foremen (Exod 5:10), 
chariot drivers (Exod 14:18), horsemen (Exod 14:18), prophetesses (Exod 
15:19), chiefs/judges (Exod 18:21-22), craftsmen (Ex 35:10; 36:1), engravers 
(Exod 38:23), designers (Exod 38:23), and embroiders (Exod 38:23), spies 
(Num 13:1), prophets (1 Sam 3:20), perfumers (1 Sam 8:13), cooks (1 Sam 
8:13), messengers (1 Sam 23:27), musicians (2 Kings 3:15), national recorders 
(2 Sam 8:16), national secretaries (2 Sam 8:17), soldiers (1 Kings 20:39), 
bronze workers (1 Kings 7:14), skilled builders (Neh 3:1ff), temple servants 
(Neh 3:26), mighty men (Josh 8:3; Neh 11:14); military overseers (Neh 11:14), 
financial overseers (Neh 12:44); singers (Neh 12:45), gatekeepers (Neh 
12:45); chiefs of staff (Esther 3:1); choirmasters (Ps 4:1); fishermen (Is 19:8), 
maids (Isa 24:2), carpenters (Isa 44:13; Mark 6:3), satraps (Dan 3:2), prefects 
(Dan 3:2), governors (Dan 3:2), counselors (Dan 3:2), treasurers (Dan 3:2), 
justices (Dan 3:2), magistrates (Dan 3:2), officials of provinces (Dan 3:2), 
centurions (Matt 8:5), pig herdsmen (Mark 5:14), innkeepers (Luke 10:35), 
tax-collectors (Luke 15:1), tanners (Acts 10:6), merchants (Acts 16:14), poets 
(Acts 17:28), tentmakers (Acts 18:3), sailors (Acts 27:27), physicians (Mark 

 
43Specifically, Jabal was the father of those who dwelled in tents and had livestock 
(Gen 4:20). Jubal was the father of those who play the lyre and the pipe (Gen 4:21). 
Tubal-Cain was the forger of instruments of bronze and iron (Gen 4:22). 
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5:26), gardeners (John 20:15), teachers (Eph 4:12), evangelists (Eph 4:12), 
pastor-elders (1 Tim 3:1-8; 1 Pet 5:2), coppersmiths (2 Tim 4:4), lawyers 
(Titus 3:13), field laborers (James 5:4), and harvesters (James 5:4). Wives and 
mothers were productive in child-rearing, food acquisition and preparation, 
clothing procurement, home-management and decor, servant-oversight, 
wealth creation, hospitality, and affliction-care (Prov 31:10-31; see also 1 Tim 
5:10).44  

When God establishes Israel as a nation, he instructs them specifically on 
how to arrange and conduct their daily lives in relation to work (Ex 20:8-11). 
Specifically, the Israelites were to spend six days each week engaged in 
productive labor for their families and for the nation. As we’ve already noted, 
this work would have included many different occupations, all of which were 
necessary for the health and stability of Israel as a whole. God’s people were 
to spend the bulk of their lives engaged in useful employments in their 
creation calling to subdue the earth and exercise dominion over it. This 
structure of the workweek is a direct reflection of God’s own workweek: a 
six-to-one ratio of work to rest. The task of exercising dominion—what God 
created mankind to do—was to be the main part of a Jew’s life.45   

Work in the Proverbs 
The Proverbs are an important set of writings for understanding the Old 
Testament’s view toward work and productive labor. The book is built 
around the contrast between the wise man and the foolish man. The wise 
man lives according to the contours of creation and experiences earthly and 
spiritual blessings. The foolish man lives contrary to the way God has 
designed the world to function and, therefore, often finds himself in spiritual 
and temporal trouble. Given what we’ve already seen in the Old Testament, 
particularly in Genesis in relation to the doctrine of work, it should not 

 
44Thank you to my students in my Theology of Work and Vocation course at The 
Cornerstone Bible College and Seminary for helping me expand and refine this list.   
45Given what we see in Genesis 1-2 regarding humankind’s design and calling, it 
should not surprise us that the remaining Old Testament narrative often speaks 
about work in a descriptive sense. Work is simply what humans do because they’ve 
been created to exercise dominion and subdue the earth in service to God. Large 
amounts of skillful work went into building the tabernacle (Exod 25-39) and the 
temple (1 Kings 5-6), as well as Solomon’s own palace (1 Kings 7-9). Men and 
women worked (Judg 19:16; Ruth 2:19; 1 Sam 8:16), and, as we saw in the above 
list, engaged in many different occupations that served to exercise dominion over 
some aspect of God’s creation. God told Israel to seek the Lord’s blessing on all 
the “work of their hands” by being generous to their fellow Israelites, the 
sojourners, the orphans, and the widows (Deut 14:29; 15:10; 24:19) and obeying the 
Lord’s commands (Deut 28:12). 
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surprise us that the wise man is characterized by diligence while the fool is 
known for his laziness.  

God has so ordered the world that diligence leads to physical and spiritual 
enrichment (Prov 10:4; 13:4; 21:5; see also 24:30-34), leadership and growing 
responsibility (Prov 12:24), the enjoyment of earthly life (Prov 12:27), 
recognition for their growing skill and competency (Prov 22:29), and other 
temporal blessings. Laziness, however, leads to poverty (Prov 20:4), forced 
servitude (Prov 12:24), needless difficulty (Prov 15:9), and unfulfilled desires 
(Prov 13:4). The Proverbs encourage the believer within the covenant to 
pursue diligence and shun laziness by promising them positive outcomes for 
hard work and negative outcomes for laziness. The Proverbs also 
demonstrate God’s concern for ethical business practices (Prov 11:1; see also 
20:10; cf. Lev 19:35-36; Deut 26:13-14).  

Work in Ecclesiastes 
In the book of Ecclesiastes, Solomon offers some hard-earned wisdom on 
the value and place of work in the life of the believer.46 He sought to find 
ultimate satisfaction and meaning in work and productivity (among other 
things), but he found that pursuing one’s ultimate satisfaction in the creation 
only left him spiritually barren (Eccl 1:1-2:23). Once the Creator is brought 
back into the picture and earthly life is viewed in its proper place as a gift 
from God, Solomon concluded that it can be enjoyed with God’s blessing.  

Throughout Ecclesiastes Solomon exhorts his readers to enjoy earthly life 
(Eccl 2:24; 3:12-13, 22; 5:19; 8:15). One of the gifts of earthly life is work, for 
it is the place where one can exercise his God-given capacity for productive 
labor and enjoy the fruits of it. 47 In his final exhortation to believers to enjoy 
the blessings of earthly life, Solomon commands his readers to give serious 
effort to any endeavor they take up while they still have the time: “Whatever 
your hand finds to do, do it with your might” (Eccl 9:10). Commenting on 
this passage, Barrick writes, “Work forms a significant aspect of God-given 
joys.”48 Ecclesiastes teaches us that earthly toil is a blessing when it is 
conducted in the fear of God.    

 
 

 
46For a defense of the Solomonic authorship of Ecclesiastes, please see William D. 
Barrick, Ecclesiastes: The Philippians of the Old Testament (Ross-shire, Scotland: Focus, 
2015), 17-23.   
47Michael A. Eaton, Ecclesiastes, TOTC (Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity, 2009), 
86. Commenting on Ecclesiastes 2:24, Eaton writes, “The earthly realm is 
essentially good and meant for our enjoyment (cf. Gen 2:9). Similarly, human 
endeavor is to be enjoyed” (86). 
48Barrick, Ecclesiastes, 162.  
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Work in the New Testament 
As the Proverbs exhort the believer to shun laziness and pursue a life of 
holistic diligence, the New Testament just as strongly exalts diligence and 
chides the lazy person. In the Parable of the Talents, for example, Jesus 
describes the kingdom of heaven as a wealthy master who entrusts his 
portion of his estate to three servants (Matt 25:14). The master expected each 
of these servants to labor and multiply his assets so that the master might 
enjoy a solid return on his capital. The first two servants produced a 100% 
return on their master’s assets and were commended for their diligence (Matt 
25:15-23).  

The third servant, however, hid his master’s money in the ground and did 
nothing to multiply it, not even investing it with the bankers so that it might 
gain some interest. The third servant even attempted to blame his blunder on 
the master himself, claiming that he was afraid of the master’s harsh and 
unjust ways. The master, however, saw through this fake excuse and exposed 
the real issue: the servant was wicked and lazy (Matt 25:26-27). The problem 
wasn’t that the master was harsh and unmerciful, but that the servant was 
slothful. Consistently refusing to attend to our stewardship due to laziness is 
a serious offense and should, according to this passage, call into question the 
reality of our profession.     

We also see the goodness of work affirmed by John the Baptist in his 
response to soldiers and tax collectors when they inquired about how 
repentance should be expressed in their lives. John tacitly acknowledged the 
legitimacy of their callings by instructing them about ethical behavior within 
their professions rather than encouraging them to give up their professions 
(Luke 3:10-14).  

In his first letter to Timothy, Paul explains to his young protégé that 
pastors are to be hard workers who immerse themselves in their calling (1 
Tim 4:15), labor like the hard-working farmer (2 Tim 2:6), and so prove 
themselves to be excellent craftsmen (2 Tim 2:15) who labor diligently for 
their Master. But Paul didn’t suggest that pastoral ministry was the only 
profession that required diligence. Paul exhorted the Thessalonian lay people 
concerning work in both of his letters to this church.49 In his first letter, the 

 
49Many recent commentators connect the eschatological expectations addressed in 
the Thessalonians letters to the idleness of some of the church’s members. That is, 
it is assumed that the idleness was due to the anticipation of Christ’s second advent 
and the notion that one didn’t need to work, but only wait for Christ to return. 
While this may have been the case, Paul himself doesn’t make this connection 
explicit. (See Charles A. Wanamaker, The Epistles to the Thessalonians, NIGTC [Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990], 162). It is best to take the admonitions on their own 
terms and to recognize that there were idle professing Christians in Thessalonica 
just like there may be (and often are) in any church. The eschatological connection 
is not essential for a faithful interpretation and application of the text.  
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apostle exhorted the Christians in Thessalonica to conduct themselves quietly 
and respectfully, and to work diligently to remain financially independent of 
others (1 Thess 4:11-12). This kind of conduct was essential for the 
Thessalonian Christians to maintain a sound witness among unbelievers.50  

In his second letter to the Thessalonians, Paul sharply rebukes those 
Christians in Thessalonica who refused to work and chose instead to live off 
the generosity of other believers.51 Some folks were walking in idleness, and, 
because they were not busy in productive labor, they were becoming 
busybodies who meddled in people’s business and frittered their time away 
(2 Thess 3:11), which likely led to greater ungodliness.  

This pattern of idleness was not in accord with the example that Paul had 
given the Thessalonians. He reminds them, therefore, that although he had 
the right as an apostle to be supported by them for his ministry, he 
nevertheless labored to support himself and provide an example of godly 
diligence while relieving the church of any financial burden (2 Thess 3:6-9). 
Indeed, so serious was this need for active work that Paul warned the 
Christians in Thessalonica that those who refused to work were not allowed 
to eat—that is, they were not allowed to take food from those who had 
worked and earned their bread (2 Thess 3:10). Indeed, the church was to 
practice some measure of church discipline on those who remained in their 
sluggardly ways (2 Thess 3:14).   

Good Works in the New Testament 
The New Testament is clear that good works are an essential aspect of the 

 
50Interestingly, Paul tells the Thessalonians to “make it their aim” to live a life of 
quiet diligence and hard work. Paul uses this same expression (φιλοτιμέομαι) in 2 
Corinthians 5:9 where he says he “makes it [his] aim to please the Lord” and Romans 
15:20 where he “make[s] it [his] ambition to preach the gospel” where it has not yet 
been preached. We might understand the admonition to make it our aim to preach 
the gospel or to please the Lord. These exhortations sound right. But, to make it 
our aim in life to work well and live quietly? That sounds like a recipe for 
mediocrity. Not for Paul. He was rooted in the biblical doctrine of creation and 
therefore recognized that careful attention to our calling to exercise dominion 
through productive labor was pleasing to God and a way we demonstrated 
faithfulness.   
51While Wanamaker argues that the likely reason why some were idle and living off 
other Christians was due to a patron-client relationship that was common in the 
Greco-Roman world Wanamaker, (see The Epistles to the Thessalonians, 284), Weima 
is right to observe that we have insufficient evidence to draw any firm conclusion 
why some in Thessalonica were idle and refusing to work (Jeffery A. D. Weima, 1-2 
Thessalonians, BECNT [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2014], 298). Similar to the alleged 
eschatological connection, we don’t need to know the reasons why some 
Thessalonian Christians refused to work, but only that they were idle and that this 
practice is not acceptable for Christians. 
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Christian life (Matt 5:16). Paul exhorts believers, both men and women, 
explicitly and implicitly, to be rich in good works (1 Tim 2:10; 5:10; 5:25; 6:18; 
Titus 2:7, 14; 3:8, 14), reminding them that this is precisely what they were 
made for (Eph 2:10; Titus 2:14). These good works are distinct from teaching 
(Titus 2:7)—that is, they consist in fulfilling temporal needs—and often 
occur within one’s work environment (Eph 6:8; cf. Eph 2:10).  

To underscore this last point, we should observe that the word “good” 
(ἀγαθόν) used in Ephesians 6:8 is the same word in the phrase “good works” 
throughout the New Testament. Paul reminds the servant that whatever 
“good” he does in obedience to his earthly master will be rewarded by his 
heavenly Master. This “good,” therefore, is conducted in the servant’s work 
setting and is thus not a “religious” work in the sense that it is not done 
within the context of the church or to achieve some higher, “spiritual” goal. 
What we have learned already, however, is that this normal, everyday labor is 
religious in the sense that it fulfills our calling to serve the Lord through 
exercising dominion (Gen 1:26-31; 2:15; Col 3:23). This is why Paul prefaces 
his reminder about rewards with an exhortation to labor for Christ in our 
work (Eph 6:5-7). Ever since the creation of the world, God has always 
intended that earthly work would be service unto him. 

Theological Formulation 
Drawing from this biblical data, we can now define work. Human work is the 
God-given task of joyfully exercising dominion over and subduing the earth in an effective 
and productive manner for our personal benefit and the benefit of our fellow image-bearers. 
Notice that this definition does not restrict work to income-producing 
activities. Income-generating work is a subset of our task to exercise 
dominion over and subdue the earth. The implication, then, is that a mother 
of four who cares for her home and her children is working just as much as 
her husband is, for they are both exercising dominion in their respective 
spheres and reflecting their Creator (cf. Gen 2:15; 3:16-18; Prov 31:10-31; 1 
Tim 5:9-11).  

Lester DeKoster rightly defines work as, “the form in which we make 
ourselves useful to others.”52 This definition can apply to both income-
generating endeavors and nonremunerative activities. Abraham Kuyper 
helpfully comments, “Thus when we speak in this context of our vocation, 
we must understand it in the sense of all regular activity to which we daily 
must devote our time and our strength, whether in a steady job, with or 
without wages, outside the home, or within the domestic sphere.”53 Work is 
any productive venture we undertake in our aim to exercise dominion as 

 
52 DeKoster, Work, 1.   
53Abraham Kuyper, Common Grace: God’s Gifts for a Fallen World, vol. 2 (Bellingham, 
WA: Lexham, 2019), 258.   



The Cornerstone Journal of Pastoral Theology and Ministry: 2024 

37 

God’s image-bearers and reflect our Creator. From our biblical investigation 
we can also draw the following theological conclusions. 

Work is a Gift to Enjoy, not Merely a Burden to Bear 
While the fall and curse have made work difficult and occasionally fruitless, 
it remains a vital part of God’s good creation. Work, therefore, is a source of 
legitimate satisfaction and pleasure for God’s redeemed image-bearers. Like 
God, we were made with the capacity to step back from our completed tasks 
and breathe a word of satisfied accomplishment: “Behold, it was very good” 
(Gen 1:31). In Christ, Christian men and women should not feel guilty about 
deriving satisfaction and joy from their work, for that is precisely what they 
were created for.  

Given the reality of the fall and the curse, however, we must be careful 
not to overly romanticize work. There are some employments that are 
downright awful, and there will be seasons in which the curse will be felt 
more acutely than others.54 Wise pastoral ministries, therefore, will help 
people navigate seasons of work that are more difficult and less satisfying 
while upholding, at all times, the inherent goodness of work and our 
responsibility to pursue excellence in it for the glory of God and the good 
our neighbor.  

Scripture Undermines a Sacred-Secular Dichotomy 
Scripture undermines a sacred-secular dichotomy by classifying all legitimate 
employments as service unto God. In Christ, the redeemed image-bearer can 
again serve his Creator in his work if it is (1) a legitimate calling (1 Thess 
5:22); and (2) done in faith (Rom 14:23). The pastor or missionary is not 
serving in a profession that is more pleasing to God, or one that places them 
within a sphere of grace that is inaccessible to the non-vocational Christian. 
Work, then, is a means to deepening spirituality and one’s walk with God, 
not a hindrance to it.     

The Capacity to Work is Fundamental to Being Human 
The capacity for productive labor in subduing the earth and exercising 
dominion is a basic aspect of our human personhood and a direct reflection 
of being made in the image of God. For this reason, the Bible consistently 
exalts diligence and chastises laziness. This last point will be crucial as we 
consider how a theology of work will be a valuable resource in counseling. 
Cultivating a biblical view toward work must be a central aspect of Christian 
discipleship.  

 
54See my article, “De-Romanticizing our Theology of Work,” at With All Wisdom, 
November 12, 2022, https://withallwisdom.org/2022/11/14/de-romanticizing-
our-theology-of-work/.  
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III 
Theology Applied: 

Discipleship, Counseling, Retirement, Poverty, and Economics 

Having examined the Scripture and drawn our theological conclusions, we 
are now in a place to apply this theology to our ecclesial and cultural setting. 
We will consider three areas that pertain specifically to the church 
(discipleship, counseling, and retirement) and two that relate to the wider 
culture (poverty relief and economics). Given space constraints, we will only 
be able to touch on each of these topics. Nevertheless, we will see that work 
plays an essential role in thinking biblically about each area.   

Discipleship and a Theology of Work 
As I’ve noted above, instructing Christians on how to rightly understand 
work is a central task of discipleship. We will likely find many Christians in 
our midst who have developed a sacred-secular split in their thinking about 
work. It’s possible that some of the members in our congregations simply 
assume that their daily work is not as pleasing to God or important as the 
explicitly spiritual activity they do at the church or on the mission field. Such 
a view will inevitably create a kind of cognitive dissonance because, by 
necessity, most of their time and energy will be expended on their daily work 
and not on strictly “spiritual” activities like evangelism, Bible studies, 
corporate worship, and missions work. What they do with most of their time, 
they conclude, is not really what they should be doing with most of their time. 
Pastors, therefore, must make a theology of work a top priority in their 
discipleship. 

Of what should this discipleship consist? At the very least it must consist 
of providing our people with a robust biblical theology on work. It is not 
enough to merely exhort our people to do all their work heartily unto the 
Lord (Col 3:23). If they are laboring under a sacred-secular approach to their 
work, such exhortations may only deepen a growing cognitive dissonance if 
they assume their daily work is useful inasmuch as it leads to superior, 
spiritual ends. Nor should our people only be warned of the dangers of 
idolizing their work.55 Our people need to be taught that their vocation is the 
primary place we exercise faithfulness 56 and is itself a gift, not a mere means 

 
55Bahnsen is concerned that many pastors approach the topic of work primarily 
from a standpoint of warning rather than positive teaching and encouragement. 
“But a creational theology about work (and wealth) is largely absent in today’s 
church, replaced by safe, facile decrial of the ‘idolatry’ of work. A latent dualism 
that pits the Kingdom of. God against our productive labors on earth prevails” 
(Full Time, 18).   
56Michael Horton, Ordinary: Sustainable Faith in a Radical, Restless World (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2014), 142: Horton observes, “Once we recover a greater sense 
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to get other gifts.57 Paul’s New Testament exhortations concerning work are 
built upon the Old Testament teaching about the goodness of the creation, 
man’s calling to exercise dominion, and the Old Testament’s affirmation of 
the dignity of work. Paul’s New Testament instructions, therefore, cannot be 
removed from this canonical context and reduced to platitudinal advice to 
help people get through their workweek.     

Also, because work is rooted in our design and calling to exercise 
dominion and subdue the earth for the glory of God, it must be defined more 
broadly than just “that which produces income.” Women who remain 
fulltime at home with children and manage the household are working in the 
same way that their husbands are working (i.e., exercising dominion), only in 
a different domain than their husbands.58 For both men and women, work is 
a central component of Christian discipleship.  

Counseling and a Theology of Work 
Given how fundamental our capacity to work is to our humanity, we will 
often find that a failure to fulfill this calling leads to aimlessness and 
depression. While there are other factors that may give rise to or aggravate 
one’s depression, failure to engage in useful labor will inevitably negatively 
affect one’s happiness and satisfaction with life. In some cases, slothfulness 
may be the primary cause of depression.59 If such is the case, then, pastors 

 
of God’s ordinary vocation as the site of his faithfulness, we will begin to 
appreciate our own calling and love and serve others in his name in everyday ways 
that make a real difference in people’s lives.” 
57David Gibson, Living Life Backwards: How Ecclesiastes Teaches us to Live in Light of the 
End (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2017), 129-30. Gibson writes, “We often think that 
we have our life, and God gives us his gifts, and we now have to use God’s gifts to 
experience further rewards. So God gives us the gift of food, drink, work, and 
friendship, and we think we have to use those things to obtain extra rewards. We 
use work to get the gift of wealth and success. No, says the Preacher [of 
Ecclesiastes], your work is itself a gift simply to enjoy, regardless of whether it 
makes you rich or not.” See also Traeger and Gilbert, The Gospel at Work, 39.   
58Paul instructs the older women to teach the younger women to be “workers at 
home” (Titus 2:5; οἰκουργοὺς). The woman in Proverbs is highly productive in 
serving others for their benefit. She creates useful items for the home and for 
others (Prov 31:13, 18), procures food for her household (31:14) as well as clothing 
(31:21) and pleasing décor for the home (31:22); she engages in business (31:16, 18, 
24) and viticulture (31:16). In the New Testament, Paul instructed Timothy to only 
consider widows as worthy of support if they were (1) older than sixty; (2) faithful 
to their husband during their marriage; (3) without support from family; and (4) 
known for good works. Those good works included raising children, showing 
hospitality, washing the feet of saints, and caring for the afflicted (1 Tim 5:9-10).  
59Adams, Competent to Counsel, 143-44. Psychologist James Dobson tells a humorous 
story of a time when he and his wife took a two-week vacation at home in which 
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must make diligent attention to one’s work one of the main remedies they 
employ to help counselees find their way out of the throes of depression.  

Similarly, diligence in one’s work may also help with one’s assurance of 
salvation. We saw in the Parable of the Talents that Jesus classified the 
servant who refused to multiply his master’s wealth as a wicked and lazy slave 
whose fate was eternal judgment (Matt 25:26-30). The conclusion we must 
draw, then, is that those who neglect the gifts and resources Christ has given 
them will likely suffer from a continual lack of assurance, not because they 
must secure their salvation by works, but because laziness is what 
characterizes an unbeliever. To remain in a perpetual state of sloth and 
neglect of the gifts and resources God has entrusted to us will erode our 
assurance of salvation.60 A wise pastoral counselor will help struggling 
counselees see the connection between their low spiritual states and their 
misuse of the gifts, opportunities, and resources that God has given them.  

Retirement and a Theology of Work 
While there will always be demographic differences between churches, we 
can be sure that our congregations will consist of some—and perhaps 
many—people who are on the precipice of retirement or who are currently 
in retirement. It will be our responsibility, therefore, to instruct our people to 
view their retirement through a biblical lens rather than a cultural one.  

Due to historically unprecedented amounts of national wealth and higher 
life expectancies, retirement is commonly seen in America as the time in 
which a person stops working to enjoy the last two decades of their life in 
relative ease, recreation, and the pursuit of personal interests. While 

 
they aimed to do “nothing” except to stay at home and rest. “We had been moving 
at such a frantic pace and thought it would be fun to sleep late every day and just 
‘dink around.’” Dobson and his wife, however, didn’t experience the satisfaction 
they thought they would. “What a disappointment. Both of us nearly went crazy. 
We had the ‘blahs’ and walked around wondering what to do next. I even spent 
several dreary afternoons watching daytime television. That will drive anyone 
bonkers. I realized from that experience that work is integrally related to my sense 
of well-being and that doing nothing wasn’t nearly as fun as I expected” (Bringing 
Up Boys [Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 2001], 238).      
60John Owen, Temptation and Sin, in The Works of John Owen, vol. 6 (Carlisle, PA: 
Banner of Truth), 346.  John Owen wisely observes, “Great opportunities for 
service neglected and great gifts not improved are often times the occasion of 
plunging the soul into great depths. Gifts are given to trade withal for God. 
Opportunities are the market-days for trade. To napkin up the one and to let slip 
the other will end in trouble and disconsolation. Disquietments and perplexities of heart 
are worms that will certainly breed in the rust of unexercised gifts. God loseth a revenue of 
glory and honour by such slothful souls and he will make them sensible of it” (346). 
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retirement as such is not an unbiblical concept,61 the American version of it 
certainly is.62 Although age, illness, and flagging physical strength may require 
us to slow the pace of our work, nowhere does Scripture give the impression 
that we should ever stop working. Building upon the Genesis narrative and our 
design by God to be workers, pastors must ever teach their people that 
retirement from one’s job shouldn’t lead them to stop working but rather to 
a different kind of work.  

Even if some Christians are in a position where they no longer need an 
income, they should recognize that the calling to exercise dominion and 
subdue the earth remains in place during their whole Christian pilgrimage 
(Gen 1:26-31). Christ died for the specific purpose of creating a people who 
are zealous for good works (Titus 2:14). If our people are relieved of the need 
to earn an income, we should encourage them to find profitable labor 
elsewhere, both inside and outside the church, and to strenuously resist the 
urge to fill up their later years with recreation, travel, and self-centered 
pursuits.63          

Poverty Relief and a Theology of Work 
In these latter two areas of application, we will broaden beyond the church 
and touch upon issues that are found in our greater society for the sake of 
helping our people follow Christ’s command to be salt and light to a decaying 
and dark world (Matt 5:13-16). The first issue is poverty relief.  

Scripture tells us that God has a special concern for the poor (1 Sam 2:8; 
Ps 12:5; 14:6; 35:10; 72:4). He embedded provisions for the poor into Israel’s 
law (Ex 22:25; 23:3; Lev 14:21; 19:5; 24:47-48; 25:25; Deut 24:6; 10-14) and 
promised to bless those who were generous to the poor (Prov 14:21; 19:17; 
22:9; 28:27). Concern for the poor continues into the New Testament as we 
see Jesus rebuking the religious leaders for taking advantage of the poor 

 
61For example, God required the Levitical priests to retire at age fifty, presumably 
because of the physical rigor of their jobs (see Num 8:25).   
62Adams comments: “Retirement, as it is currently conceived, is not a biblical 
option. Indeed, because God made man with the capacity to receive a satisfaction 
that comes through work, and through work alone (cf. Ecclesiastes 5:12), every 
person needs to work so long as he lives. His work may be remunerative or 
nonremunerative, but he must work” (Shepherding God’s Flock, 269). Christians who 
are entering the “retirement” phase of life must be taught to keep working and find 
alternative areas of usefulness that make use of the gifts they honed during their 
career. Retirement years are also an ideal time to devote more time to discipleship 
(see Titus 2:1ff).   
63For more on a biblical view of retirement, see Haanan, An Uncommon Guide to 
Retirement; C. J. Cagle, Reimagine Retirement: Planning and Living for the Glory of God 
(Nashville: B & H, 2019) and Derek Brown and Cliff McManis, What the Bible Says 
About Retirement (Cupertino, CA: With All Wisdom, 2022).     
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(Luke 20:45-21:9) and the church caring for the poor among her members 
(Acts 4:34; Rom 15:26; Gal 2:10; 1 John 3:17). The New Testament exhorts 
Christians to do good to all people (1 Thess 5:15), while making the church 
the priority (Gal 6:10). This “doing good” certainly includes helping the poor.  

While this is not the place for a full-orbed theology of poverty care, we 
can draw a clear connection between work and poverty relief. While some 
will use the Bible to advocate for a kind of Christian socialism, the truth is 
that Scripture does not advocate, either exegetically or theologically, the 
redistribution of wealth as a primary means of poverty relief. 

For example, God provided for the impoverished in the nation by 
instructing his people to allow the poor to glean from their crops (Lev 19:10; 
23:22). This provision, however, required the poor to gather their food 
through the work of gleaning, not effortless, passive collecting. Also, the 
poor were never allowed to ransack a field and harm their fellow Israelites’ 
land (Deut 23:24-25).64 In situations where poverty was due to factors out of 
a person’s control (i.e., natural disasters, injury, loss of work), believers were 
to supply their brothers freely and unbegrudgingly with what they needed. 
But whenever a person could work, they were required to work for their 
living. Paul made this point clear when he wrote to the Thessalonians that 
those who refused to work could not have free access to food. “If anyone is 
not willing to work, let him not eat” (2 Thess 3:10; see also 1 Thess 4:11-12).   

Poverty has many causes that are outside a particular person’s control 
(e.g., injustice, natural disasters). But there are also several causes of poverty 
that are within a person’s control, such as hedonism (Prov 21:17; 23:21), 
laziness (Prov 10:4; 20:13), hastiness (Prov 21:5), stinginess (Prov 28:22), and 
worthless pursuits (Prov 28:19). 65 Poverty solutions, therefore, should aim 
to account for and remedy the specific categories of poverty and should avoid 
indiscriminate charity. When we merely seek to “gratify the benevolent 
feelings of our hearts,” we will be “laying the foundation of a greater moral 
evil.”66 Indiscriminate giving leads to the perpetuation of poverty because it 
creates dependence rather than teaching healthy independence through work 
and wisdom.   

The gospel helps to alleviate poverty by changing the hearts of the 
oppressors to act justly (see James 5:4), those who have wealth to be generous 
(1 Tim 6:17-19), and those who are lazy and lack self-control to work hard 

 
64Walter C. Kaiser, “Poverty and the Poor in the Old Testament,” in The Least of 
These: A Biblical Answer to Poverty, eds. Anne Bradley and Art Lindsey (Grand 
Rapids: WestBow, 2014), 42-43.     
65 Homelessness in America can be caused by tragedy and injustice, but it is most 
often caused by other factors, including voluntary homelessness out of preference, 
drug addiction, and avoidance of obligations. See Marvin Olasky, The Tragedy of 
American Compassion (Washington, D. C., Regnery, 1992), 210, 226.  
66Olasky, The Tragedy of American Compassion, 48.  
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and create a surplus to share with others (Eph 4:28).67 Furthermore, given 
the nature of our design to be workers and God’s aim for us to provide for 
ourselves through our work, poverty care should be fundamentally work-
based. 68 The poor are provided with greater dignity when they are able to 
exercise dominion and accomplish good things. 69 

Economics and a Theology of Work 
Economics has to do with the production, distribution, and consumption of goods and 
services. Given this definition, it should become immediately apparent that 
economics is an essential component of our lives and that work is an essential 
feature of a healthy economy. Indeed, you cannot have economic activity 
without the production of goods and services that only happens through 
work, nor can you have a healthy economy without a sound theology of 
work.70 For this reason, Christians should also be concerned about issues like 
unemployment, 71 quiet quitting,72 Bare Minimum Mondays,73 and calls by 

 
67See also David Kotter, “Remember the Poor: A New Testament Perspective on 
the Problems of Poverty, Riches, and Redistribution,” in For the Least of These, 80.  
68Kaiser, “Poverty and the Poor,” 48.  
69Wayne Grudem, Christian Ethics: An Introduction to Biblical Moral Reasoning, 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018), 968-69. Work-based poverty solutions for able-
bodied people also help people avoid the natural tendency to laziness and 
dependency upon free resources (Grudem, Ethics, 967).   
70An economy can only be healthy to the degree that those involved in it have a 
robust view of work (other factors are required, but this is essential). In November 
2021, Bahnsen noted his concern that Covid was having a detrimental effect on 
people’s view of work, which, in turn, would have a detrimental effect on the 
economy. See Nick Eicher’s interview with Bahnsen at “Moneybeat: Public policy, 
jobs, and problems of culture,” World Magazine, November 11, 2021,  
https://wng.org/podcasts/moneybeat-public-policy-jobs-and-problems-of-culture-
1637558304.  
71Joe Carter, “What Christians Should Know About Unemployment,” at Acton 
Institute, June 5, 2014, https://rlo.acton.org/archives/69487-christians-know-
unemployment.html. Carter comments, “Because jobs can serve the needs of our 
neighbors and lead to human flourishing both for the individual and communities, 
they are the most important part of a morally functioning economy. For most of 
us, the work we do at our jobs is the primary way we serve our neighbor. It is also a 
way that we glorify God.”  
72Anthony C. Klotz and Mark C. Bolino, “When Quiet Quitting is Worse than the 
Real Thing,” in Harvard Business Review, September 15, 2022, 
https://hbr.org/2022/09/when-quiet-quitting-is-worse-than-the-real-thing, 
accessed Jun 5, 2024.   
73Bare Minimum Mondays is a workplace trend where employees do the least 
amount of work possible on their first day back from the weekend. 
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politicians for four-day workweeks.74 
Framing economics in explicitly biblical terms, the economy is the place 

in which human beings carry out their calling as image-bearers to exercise 
dominion and subdue the earth. The local and global production, 
distribution, and consumption of goods and services occur precisely because 
we were made to create goods and services for other image-bearers and to 
receive from our neighbors the goods and services they provide. Business, 
production, and industry should all be inherently interesting to the Christian 
because these are the places of human activity where man fulfills his calling 
to work.75  

Beyond being an area of stimulating intellectual interest, the primary 
reason Christians should care about the economy is because the economy 
relates directly to our calling to subdue and steward this earth. If an economy 
is structured in such a way that it inhibits or discourages our calling to exercise 
dominion, engage in productive labor, and steward the earth, then Christians 
should be the first to take notice, not because we are infatuated with money, 
but because we know how God has designed the world to function.76 This 
means that Christians can rightly desire their nation’s general prosperity. 
While it is true that our nation’s material prosperity is not all that Christians 
should concern themselves with, it is a legitimate area of concern and prayer, 
for God designed the world with the potential for significant prosperity and 
has linked this prosperity to our calling to exercise dominion. As Grudem 
observes, economic prosperity is presented in Scripture as something good, 
not something evil.77 Work is also fundamentally good, and a way that we 
push back against the curse. Conversely, it is not good to allow the curse to 
spread unchecked. 78 

 
74Bernie Sanders, “It’s time for a 4-day work week,” at CNN, April 3, 2024, 
https://www.cnn.com/2024/04/03/opinions/32-hour-work-week-
sanders/index.html, accessed April 3, 2024.  
75Paul Marshall notes that Calvin saw “commerce” (i.e., economic activity) as a 
“natural way for people to commune with one another” (“Calvin, Politics, and 
Political Science,” in Calvin and Culture: Exploring a Worldview, eds. David W. Hall 
and Marvin Padgett (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R: 2010), 153.  
76Related to the structure of a given economy and the policies that have a direct 
bearing on the economy, pastors should help their people recognize that economic 
models and policies are built on assumptions about the existence and providence of 
God, the purpose and goodness of creation, the nature and purpose of humankind, 
the reality of sin, the dignity of work and private property, the role of government, 
the direction of history, and how to effectively care for the poor. Each of these 
categories are deeply theological. If economic policies are established that are not 
rooted in reality, they will eventually become counter-productive, even harmful. 
77Grudem, Ethics, 944-45.   
78Grudem, Business for the Glory of God, 29.   
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IV 
Conclusion 

Pastors must equip their people with a robust theology of work. Due to our 
design as God’s image-bearers and our calling to exercise dominion, work is 
an essential aspect of our humanity and thus an essential aspect of Christian 
discipleship. It is likely that some, if not many, people in our congregations 
harbor deficient views toward work and hyper-spiritualized views toward 
vocational ministry. Others may need instruction on avoiding idleness and 
laziness and using their God-given skills to serve others through their work. 
Those in our congregation who have a hand in forming policies that relate to 
poverty care and the local and national economy need theological instruction 
that ties these two societal issues directly to a theology of work.  

As our people see more and more that they were created by God to reflect 
him as a worker and redeemed in Christ to be zealous for good works (Titus 
2:14), they will find more abiding satisfaction and fruitfulness in their daily 
labors. This will redound to God’s glory and their joy and serve as a powerful 
witness to a watching world.  



 



 

The Necessity of a Plurality of Elders in  
Local Church Leadership 

Cliff McManis* 

I 
Introduction 

The nature of church leadership is of primary importance to God, and that 
importance is illustrated in the three-year ministry of Christ who spent much 
of his time training men who would become the first leaders of his Church.1 
Jesus put a premium on spiritual leadership. From studying the Gospels it is 
evident that Jesus’ approach to spiritual ministry would be constituted as 
plural-leadership and shared-leadership. Jesus knew that his twelve apostles 
would become the very foundation of his precious Bride, the Church after 
his departure (Eph 2:19-20). They would function, lead, and serve as a team. 
Since Jesus prioritized spiritual leadership for the Church, so must we. And 
the blueprint to follow to that end is the all-sufficient Scripture (2 Tim 3:16-
17). During his ministry Jesus did not speak much of the organization of the 
Church.2 He knew he would entrust that to the apostles, through their 
teaching and through their writings. The apostles furthered and completed 
the work that Jesus “began to do and teach” (Acts 1:1). And when it came to 
establishing church leadership, the apostles advocated for plural leadership 
just as Jesus did.  

II 
Apostolic Church Polity 

Most of the details of ecclesiology, including the nature of church polity, 
would be left to the apostle Paul to flesh out by way of revelation (Gal 1:11-
12) and practice. It was through Paul’s teaching that we have the details of 

 
*Cliff McManis is pastor-teacher at Creekside Bible Church in Cupertino, 
California, and professor of theology at The Cornerstone Bible College and 
Seminary in Vallejo, California.   
1For example, 10 of the 21 chapters in John’s Gospel highlight time Jesus had with 
his apostles, training and preparing them, away from the multitudes. Culver notes 
that Jesus dedicated the last six months of his ministry “exclusively in the company 
of the Twelve, as far as possible” (Robert Duncan Culver, The Life of Christ [Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1984], 156). 
2During his earthly ministry Jesus made only two explicit references to the church, 
and in a prophetic manner (cf. Matt 16:18; 18:15-17) since he had not started the 
Church yet. He also made some veiled allusions to the impending Church (cf. Luke 
14:21-24; John 10:16; 11:51-52).   
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church polity, church governance, church order, dozens of church “one-
another” commands, qualifications and protocols for church leadership, a 
theology of the spiritual gifts for the edification of the church, and more. 
Paul’s model and teaching on what a church is and how it should function is 
paradigmatic for all Christians, beginning with the earliest saints and up to 
the present day, including the nature of local church leadership.  

Following the footsteps and the instructions of his Master Jesus, as 
portrayed in the Gospels, Paul’s practice throughout his long ministry was to 
train up a plurality of leaders in each local congregation as he planted and 
established churches. Like Jesus, he advocated plural leadership and shared 
leadership. Luke recounts Paul’s practice during his first missionary journey3 
with Barnabas, as they set the precedent for future generations of church 
planters: 

After they had preached the gospel to that city [i.e., Derbe] and had 
made many disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and 
to Antioch, strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging 
them to continue in the faith, and saying, “Through many 
tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.” When they had 
appointed elders for them in every church, having prayed with fasting, they 
commended them to the Lord in whom they had believed (Acts 
14:21-23; emphasis added).  

Paul formally and purposefully placed a plurality of elders in “every” church, 
not just some churches. By way of example, Luke makes it clear that the 
apostle Paul established the necessity of plural leadership in every local 
church.      

In addition to modeling the necessity of appointing a plurality of elders in 
every local church, Paul also commanded this practice, thus codifying it as a 
biblical injunction. At the end of his ministry, around AD 644 (almost twenty 
years after his first missionary journey), Paul issued the apostolic directive to 
Titus, commanding him to appoint a plurality of elders at the church in Crete. 
He wrote, 

For this reason I left you in Crete, that you would set in order what 
remains and appoint elders in every city as I directed you (Titus 1:5; 
emphasis added). 

 
3Paul’s first journey was around 46-48 AD; cf. Robert H. Gundry, A Survey of the 
New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1981), 220. 
4John Rutherford, “Pastoral Epistles,” in The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 
ed. by James Orr (Chicago: The Howard-Severance Company, 1930), 2262. 
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Paul’s Spirit-guided mandate is clear. The need for a plurality of elders in the 
church was not a suggestion, personal preference, or up for debate. Neither 
was it culturally conditioned by a localized need. The God-ordained apostle 
(Titus 1:1) says plainly by his use of the verb “directed”5 that this request is a 
command and was to be universally and perennially employed by all 
churches. Paul expected his apostolic mandates to be accepted by all the 
churches as the very decrees of God, binding in authority (cf. 1 Cor 7:40; 
11:16). So, from apostolic practice (Acts 14:23), and by apostolic decree 
(Titus 1:5), Paul makes it clear that Christ requires a plurality of elders in every 
one of His local churches. Plurality in church leadership is a divine necessity.  

The mandate for a plurality of elders in the local church was not unique 
to Paul. The apostle Peter recognized the model of a plurality of elders in the 
local church. He worked in tandem with a plurality of elders in the local 
church of Jerusalem (Acts 15:4; 16:4; 21:17-18). In his inspired epistle, he 
addresses the local church leadership, referring to them in the plural as “the 
elders among you” (1 Pet 5:1). Peter and Paul’s view of the necessity of a 
plurality of elders is consistent with the whole New Testament. The church 
at Antioch had a plurality of leaders (Acts 11:19-26; 13:1-4), as did the church 
of Philippi (Philip 1:1). James, the brother of the Lord, as early as AD 45,6 
assumed each local church was led by a plurality of elders (James 5:14). The 
concept of a plurality of elders in every church is consistent with the fact that 
when the term for elder is employed in the New Testament in reference to 
church leadership it is virtually always in the plural.7 There is no example in 
the New Testament of a church being led by a sole elder.  

The apostles established the necessity of a plurality of elders in the local 
church because that was the model of leadership employed by Jesus himself, 
the head of the church (Eph 5:23). Jesus spent three-plus years in ministry, 
preaching the gospel of the kingdom to individuals and the masses. Parallel 
with his preaching ministry was his training and preparation ministry, wherein 

 
5The King James renders the phrase, “as I gave thee charge.” The NASB’s 
“directed” is literally dietaxamên [διεταξάμην], “first aorist (constative) middle 
imperative of diatassô, clear reference to previous personal details given to Titus on 
previous occasions”; A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, Vol. IV 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1931), 599. 
6See J. Ronald Blue, “James” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: New Testament, ed. by 
John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck (Wheaton, IL: Victor, 1986), 816. 
7Cf. Acts 11:30; 14:23; 15:2, 4, 6, 22, 23; 16:4; 20:17; 21:18; 24:1; 1 Tim 5:17; Titus 
1:5; James 5:14; 1 Pet 5:1, 5. Owen rightly affirmed the authority, sufficiency, and 
perspicuity of Scripture when it came to church polity. He wrote, “The pattern of 
the first churches constituted by the apostles, which it is our duty to imitate and 
follow as our rule, constantly expresseth and declares that many elders were 
appointed by them in every church”; cf. The Works of John Owen, ed. William H. 
Goold (Edinburgh, UK: Banner of Truth, 1968), 16:113.   
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he spent concentrated time training his twelve apostles who would serve as 
the first leadership team of the first church at Jerusalem. Jesus purposed from 
the very beginning that local church leadership would be plural in nature. As 
the first local church ever, born on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2; 10:40-47), 
the church at Jerusalem was led by a plurality of twelve apostles who served 
as a team of shepherds and overseers of its people. By virtue of their 
qualifications and calling, the apostles were also elders. Peter says as much in 
his epistle to fellow elders of the churches who were residing in Asia Minor 
(1 Pet 1:1; 5:1).8 In the early church, all apostles were elders, but not all elders 
were apostles.9 

The church of Jerusalem did not have a single human “senior” pastor, nor 
did it have a single bishop or archbishop presiding over it, exercising 
unilateral power over the rest of the lesser, subordinate leaders in the church. 
The apostolic leadership team was perceived by the people in the church as 
one, unified entity. They became formally known as “the twelve,” not “the 
eleven and Peter the senior pastor,” nor “the eleven and Pope Peter.” Luke 
highlights their solidarity as a distinct team of leaders: “So the twelve 
summoned the congregation of the disciples” (Acts 6:2). They were originally 
sanctioned as “the twelve” by Jesus during His ministry, a designation 
affirmed by all four Gospels (cf. Matt 20:17; Mark 4:10; Luke 8:1; John 6:67). 
Paul would later recognize them as “the twelve” as well (1 Cor 15:5). Their 
solidarity of leadership would be preserved in perpetuity, up to the end-times 
Kingdom on earth as promised by Jesus: “And Jesus said to them, ‘Truly I 
say to you, that you who have followed Me, in the regeneration10 when the 
Son of Man will sit on His glorious throne, you also shall sit upon twelve 
thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel’” (Matt 19:28). 

As a leadership team, the apostles were characterized by a plurality and 
parity. In terms of parity, the apostles had equal authority. With one mind, 
they led with a united front. Even when Peter preached, he was often 

 
8Peter writes, “I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and witness of 
the sufferings of Christ” (1 Pet 5:1). Peter calls himself a “fellow elder,” which is 
the hapax legomena, συμπρεσβύτερος, a compound word made up of the associative 
preposition sun-, plus the normal word for elder, presbuteros.  
9“In the local churches it seems probable that prophets, pastors and teachers were 
all appointed to the single office of elder”; D. G. Stewart, The Zondervan Pictorial 
Encyclopedia of the Bible, vol. 1, ed. by Merrill C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1976), 618. 
10“The regeneration” is τῇ παλινγενεσίᾳ, [palingenesia], which refers to Christ’s future 
Millennial Kingdom reign on the earth. Palingenesia is a compound word made up of 
palin [“again”] + genesis [“life”]. This verb for “regeneration” is used only two times 
in the New Testament; here in reference to the Earth and in Titus 3:5 with 
reference to the regeneration of the individual soul.    
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functioning as the one voice of the twelve-member leadership team.11 Luke 
notes, “Peter, taking his stand with the eleven, raised his voice and declared” 
(Acts 1:14). The early church disciples devoted themselves to “the apostles’ 
teaching” (Acts 2:42), not just “Peter’s teaching.” When the Jerusalem saints 
wanted to give charity to the church, they laid their gifts “at the apostles’ feet” 
(Acts 4:35, 37), not at the senior pastor’s feet. God’s Spirit was verifying the 
authority of the apostles’ teaching by performing signs and wonders through 
all twelve of them, not just Peter or John (Acts 2:43; 5:12). When arrested 
and jailed by the high priest and the Sanhedrin, it was the twelve apostles 
together who declared, “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). 
The twelve together ordained the first deacons (Acts 6:6).  

When individuals were sent out for specialized ministry, including an 
apostle, such individuals were sent out by the collective wisdom, agreement, 
and authorization of the twelve (Acts 8:13). No one person was making 
unilateral ministry decisions for the collective body. The first council in 
church history dealt with a pressing theological crisis that threatened the unity 
of the universal church. And the divine resolution came through a plurality 
of unified leaders constituted of the twelve apostles and the elders of the 
church (Acts 15:6, 22). Paul, Barnabas, Peter, John, the other apostles, and 
James the Lord’s brother were all there—several strong personalities. But no 
one man came up with the sole solution. No single individual boasted, saying, 
“The buck stops here, with me!” Rather, it was a collective effort. God 
protected the church at this crucial juncture in history through a plurality of 
church leaders.   
 

 

 
11Some who agree with a plurality of elders do not always agree that those same 
elders all have equality; they vie for a “first among equals” policy and typically point 
to Peter as the exemplar. Popular examples of pastors who hold this view include 
Alistair Begg, On Being a Pastor (Chicago: Moody, 2004), 205-207; and Tony Evans, 
God’s Glorious Church (Chicago: Moody, 2003), 180-181. But the Bible never says 
Peter was the first among equals or that he had more authority than the other 
apostles. On the contrary, he was to function with limited, delegated authority not 
his own as an “unworthy slave” (cf. Luke 17:10) of Jesus the only Master, Head, 
and Senior Pastor of the church. Peter shared the same office with the other eleven 
apostles, all of which had the same qualifications (Acts 2), the same commission 
(Matt 28:17-20), and the same gifts (2 Cor 12:12). Peter definitely was not the first 
among equals in Galatians 2 when he was rebuked by Paul, nor was he first among 
equals at the Jerusalem Council where he was on equal footing with the other 
apostles, the elders, Paul, and the other leaders (Acts 15:22). In fact, James the half-
brother of Jesus, exerts a higher public profile than Peter at the Council (Acts 
15:13).     
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III 
Elders, Bishops, and Pastors 

The term elder does not exhaust the nomenclature used to describe New 
Testament leadership. Two other key terms are pastor and overseer. These three 
primary terms are frequently misunderstood or used without the precision as 
found in Scripture, and, as a result, confusion about church polity abounds. 
That has been the case since the second century. Clarification of how these 
terms are defined and the interplay between them in Scripture is therefore 
paramount.  

The English word elder comes from the Greek word presbuteros 
[πρεσβύτερος], from which we also get the words presbyter and Presbyterian.12 It 
occurs in the New Testament about 65 times and has various meanings 
depending upon the context. It can refer to an older man in a generic sense, 
without respect to his spiritual condition or role in the church; an older man 
as opposed to a young man (cf. Acts 2:17; 1 Tim 5:2). Secondly, it occurs in 
the Gospels most frequently in reference to the leaders of Israel during Jesus 
life (Matt 15:2), and often as those in opposition to his ministry (Matt 
27:12).13 Here, the Jewish elders are distinguished from the chief priests and 
the scribes (Matt 16:21). Thirdly, there are the Christian elders of the Church 
who appear for the first time in the New Testament in Acts 11:30 as they 
work alongside the apostles.  

The Greek word presbuteros basically refers to a man who had wisdom, 
maturity, and authority. It was used in secular Greek culture, as far back as 
the time of Homer (c. 800 BC) to refer to mature men, often as those 
deserving honor, who led in political, judicial, educational, and other various 
administrative capacities.14 The elders, in such cases, were typically part of a 
college or council of other men. Hence, the administrative entities were of a 
plural nature in composition. The LXX often translated the Hebrew word 
zāqên [ ָןקֵז ]15 with the word presbuteros (cf. Exod 17:5). Zāqên occurs 174 times 

 
12Many Baptist churches in America and beyond use the term pastor but disparage 
the word elder. This is unfortunate, for it is contrary to Scripture and even contrary 
to the history of Baptist churches. The 1689 Baptist Confession says each local church 
should have “elders and deacons.” 
13These Jewish elders were “lay members of the Sanhedrin who came from wealthy 
families who theologically followed the example of the Sadducean high-priestly 
nobility (Acts 23:1-10, 14).” These Jewish elders also persecuted the Christian 
Apostles in Jerusalem (Acts 4:5, 8, 23), Stephen (Acts 6:12), and Paul (Acts 23:14); 
J. Rohde, Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 3, ed. by Horst Balz (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 148. 
14Günther Bornkamm, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. VI, ed. by 
Gerhard Kittel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 652-653. 
15The Hebrew “zāqên is an adjective derived from zāqên ‘to be old,’ which is a 



The Cornerstone Journal of Pastoral Theology and Ministry: 2024 

53 

in the Old Testament and refers to one advanced in age. In more than 100 
instances it has a specialized use where the elder “was recognized by the 
people for his gifts of leadership, wisdom, and justice. He was set apart to 
administer justice, settle disputes, and guide the people of his charge.”16 In 
these special instances, the word elder is most frequently used in the plural, as 
in “the elders of Israel” (Exod 18:12), and these Israelite elders employed 
various religious (Num 11:16), judicial (Deut 19:12), political, and sacerdotal 
duties, often complementing the work of God’s prophets (Jer 26:17), priests 
(Lev 4:15), or kings (2 Sam 12:17).  

During the second year of the Exodus, God established the ministry of 
the plurality of elders to assist Moses (Num 11) in overseeing the people of 
God.17 This precedent carried through all Old Testament history (cf. Josh 
8:10; Ezra 6:7-8) and on into the New Testament. The Gospels reveal that 
there were elders who ruled the synagogues (Luke 12:11; 22:66). Synagogues 
arose during the post-exilic times of Ezra18 and became formalized by the 
time Jesus was born. In establishing His Church, Jesus appropriated this 
God-given model of a plurality of leaders that existed since Moses that was 
still in vogue with the synagogues of His day.  

A second key term defining church leadership in addition to elder is the 
word pastor or shepherd, from the Greek poimén [ποιμήν]. It is used in the New 
Testament in reference to literal shepherds who care for sheep (Luke 2:8 ff.) 
and as a metaphor to describe spiritual leaders and the soul care they provide 
for their people. This New Testament use is a carry-over from its Old 
Testament use. God’s leaders in the theocracy of Israel were called shepherds 
and were expected to provide loving, courageous, and nurturing care for 
God’s people. God raised up King David and charged him, “You will 
shepherd My people Israel, and you will be a ruler over Israel” (2 Sam 5:2). 
Yahweh himself is portrayed as the quintessential pastor or shepherd to the 

 
denominative verb from zāqān ‘beard’”; hence, elders were males, old enough to 
have a beard; they were seasoned, experienced and mature. Some argue this also 
implies that only men can be elders. Cf. R. Laird Harris, Gleason Archer, Jr., and 
Bruce Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, vol. I (Chicago: The Moody 
Bible Institute, 1980), 249. 
16W. E. Vine, An Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words, ed. by Merrill F. Unger and 
William White (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1985), 68. Cf. Josh 23:2; 1 King 12:8; 1 
Sam 16:4; Ps 107:32; Ezek 8:1. 
17This is one area of agreement we have with Presbyterian ecclesiology, which says 
regarding the plurality of elders in Moses’ day: “The purpose of the plurality of 
elders was that spiritual leadership be a shared leadership”; L. Roy Taylor, 
“Presbyterianism,” in Who Runs the Church? Four Views on Church Government, ed. by 
Paul E. Engle (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 77. 
18I. Sonne, The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, vol. 4, ed. by George Arthur Buttrick 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1985), 479. 
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people throughout the Old Testament. On his deathbed, Jacob declared, 
“God has been my shepherd all my life to this day” (Gen 48:15). David 
penned the renowned Psalm of the Great Shepherd which portrays God as 
the exemplary, loving pastor, beginning with the inimitable and memorable 
refrain, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want” (23:1).   

As the greatest spiritual leader of all, Jesus is portrayed as a pastor in the 
New Testament. Jesus called himself “the good shepherd” (John 10:11) who 
gave His life for the sheep (10:15), and who owns the sheep (John 21:17).19 
The verb form is translated as “to shepherd.” The leadership role of pastor 
or shepherd was an office given as a spiritual gift to the church after Christ 
ascended to heaven (Eph 4:7-8). It is listed as an office of the church 
alongside apostles, prophets, evangelists, and teachers (Eph 4:11). With 
respect to the church, the verb, poimaino [ποιμαίνω], is used more frequently 
than the noun.20 As such the term emphasizes the function of the church 
leader, namely, he is to be given to caring for the sheep through hands-on 
feeding, leading, and protecting.  

The image of shepherd is one of the most endearing, precious, and 
distinct descriptions of true Christ-like leadership. A true shepherd is caring, 
kind, and sacrificial toward his sheep. The metaphor is a simple, timeless, and 
universally understood one. Gentle, shepherd-like care should be the 
characteristic mark of church leaders. In contrast, Jesus said godless, worldly 
leadership was typified by intimidation, dominance, and authoritarian control 
(Matt 20:24-28). Overly aggressive heavy-handedness has no place among 
church leaders. Such conduct is the earmark of a false shepherd, and any elder 
who acts accordingly is not qualified to lead God’s people. Paul said elders 
are not to be “self-willed” (1 Titus 1:7), but are to be typified by “gentleness” 
(2 Tim 3:25), and patience (2 Tim 2:24). And Peter said elders were to refrain 
from “lording it over” the people (1 Pet 5:3).    

A third term used in the New Testament to describe church leaders is 
overseer or guardian.21 It occurs four times to describe church leaders (Acts 

 
19Jesus is at one and the same time the caring Shepherd, who watches over his 
sheep, as well as the Lamb of God who was slaughtered for the sins of his people. 
As deity who took on flesh, he is portrayed through many coexisting antinomic 
portraits: he is both servant and Master; Lamb and Shepherd; human baby and 
eternal Logos; Judge and the judged; one with the Father and forsaken of him; the 
sinless one who became sin; the despised one and the magnified; the Suffering 
Servant and coming, glorious King.   
20The noun is used only one time in reference to church leaders (cf. Eph 4:11), but 
three times to describe the function of church leaders (cf. John 21:16; Acts 20:28; 1 
Peter 5:2).  
21The King James translates episcopos as “bishop/s” in Phil 1:1, 1 Tim 3:2, Titus 1:7, 
and 1 Pet 2:25, but as “overseers” in Acts 20:28. “Bishop” derives from Old 
English biscop (before 830 AD) via Late Latin espiscopus; cf. Chambers Dictionary of 
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20:28; Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 3:2;22 Titus 1:7) and once to describe Jesus as the 
quintessential spiritual overseer (cf. 1 Pet 2:25). The Greek term is episcopos 
[ἐπίσκοπος].23 When the term is used in reference to the local church, it is 
always in the plural, thus augmenting the biblical model of the necessity of a 
plurality of leaders in the local church (cf. Acts 20:28; Phil 1:1). The 
etymology of the term speaks of the church leader’s responsibility on the 
macro-level of being able to see the big-picture, from the thirty-thousand 
foot level, like the Old Testament watchman on the tower of the city wall 
(Ezek 33:6); an essential trait for effective management. This is the perfect 
complement to the term for shepherd (cf. Ezek 34), which highlights the 
micro, hands-on perspective of leadership, one who is down in the trenches 
with the people, focused on what is directly in front of him.  

As to its origin, the word 
episcopos was used in classical 
Greek writings in the general 
sense of an overseer or magistrate, 
as opposed to an official title. It 
occurs frequently in the LXX in 
reference to superintendents, 
taskmasters and captains over 
various small groups and building 
projects (2 Chron 34:12; Isa 60:17; 
Neh 11:9). Sometimes it had a 
religious overtone and other times 
it was strictly secular, but in all 
cases the common denominator 

was its emphasis on oversight or administration.24 New Testament writers 
utilized the established Greek term familiar to both Gentiles and Jews but 
infused it with their own new religious and spiritual nuances, catering to the 
distinctive role of church leadership. Its new ecclesiastical meaning was 

 
Etymology, ed. by Robert K. Barnhart (NY, New York: The H. W. Wilson Company, 
2004), 95.    
22The cognate ἐπισκοπή, “overseership,” is used in 1 Tim 3:1 in conjunction with 
the masculine in 3:2.  
23Episcopos is a compound word made up of the preposition epi- meaning “over,” 
plus scopos [σκοπός], “a watcher.” Hence an episcopos was one who “watched over” 
or gave over-sight as a leader or administrator; one who sees the big picture of a 
corporate organization. Like the word poimen, episcopos entails the function of the 
leader, whereas presbuteros entails the character of the leader (one who is 
experienced and mature).  
24J. Rohde, Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, ed. by Horst Balz and Gerhard Schneider, 1991), 36. 
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determined by the qualifications laid out by Spirit-guided apostolic 
explication (cf. 1 Tim 3:1 ff.; Titus 1:7 ff.).   

Taken together the three key New Testament words for church 
leadership, elder/presbyter, pastor/shepherd, and overseer/bishop, are 
complementary as well as interchangeable (see diagram above).25  

In Acts 20, in his farewell speech to the leadership of the church at 
Ephesus, Paul identifies “elders” with “overseers” and defines their work as 
those who do the work of “shepherding”: 

From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called to him the elders 
[πρεσβυτέρους] of the church. And when they had come to him, he 
said to them…“Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, 
among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers  [ἐπισκόπους], 
to shepherd [ποιμαίνειν] the church of God which He purchased with 
His own blood” (vv. 17-18, 28; emphasis added). 

Similar to Paul, Peter uses the three terms interchangeably in reference to the 
office and function of church leaders:  

I exhort the elders [πρεσβυτέρους] among you, as your fellow elder 
and witness of the sufferings of Christ, and a partaker also of the 
glory that is to be revealed, shepherd [ποιμάνατε] the flock of God 
among you, exercising oversight [ἐπισκοποῦντες] not under 
compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God (1 Pet 
5:1-2; emphasis added). 

Furthermore, when giving the qualifications for church leaders, in Titus 1 
Paul equates the “elders” (v. 5) with the “overseer” (v. 7): 

For this reason I left you in Crete, that you would set in order what 
remains and appoint elders in every city as I directed you, namely, if 
any man is above reproach, the husband of one wife, having 
children who believe, not accused of dissipation or rebellion. For 
the overseer must be above reproach as God’s steward (vv. 5-7; 
emphasis added). 

So, the New Testament summarizes local church leadership with the three 
interchangeable and complementary terms. Hence, an elder is a mature 
spiritual man who serves in the church office of overseer who is tasked with 
shepherding God’s people by tending and protecting them. Elder emphasizes 
the qualifications of a church leader (he must be spiritually “mature”); bishop 
emphasizes the office and the broad scope of the role; and pastor/shepherd 

 
25This diagram was originally created by Colin Smothers. Used by permission.  
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emphasizes the function and hands-on duties of the church leader. It is 
legitimate to conclude that an elder is a pastor, and a pastor is an overseer. 
As such, no church should have a “pastor” who is not also recognized as a 
qualified “elder.”   

IV 
Prerequisites for the Plurality of Elders 

To say that the biblical mandate and model is to have a plurality of elders in 
every church does not mean having a mere plurality of church leaders will 
guarantee a healthy or obedient church.  

If even one of the elders is not biblically qualified, then the leadership 
team will be defective and dysfunctional, and, as a result, can even be 
dangerous. Plurality alone does not equal godliness. The scribes and 
Pharisees ruled as a plurality over God’s people and Jesus condemned them 
as “hypocrites,” “blind guides,” and “sons of hell” (Matt 23:13-16). They 
abused their office, trespassed beyond their leadership jurisdiction, usurped 
God’s authority, and lorded it over the people. They were controlling, heavy-
handed shepherds who intimidated the sheep in the name of religion, God, 
and even in the name of God-given Scripture (Mark 7:7-8). Sadly, there are 
plenty of churches and elder teams today who rule in like manner.26  

God knows the heart of man and his propensity to sin and self-interest, 
and so he put safeguards in place to protect his church. The prerequisites to 
ordaining any man to be an elder is to ensure that he is (1) biblically qualified, 
and (2) spiritually gifted. He has to be thoroughly vetted, tested, and proven 
in light of these two factors by the saints.27 Hence Paul’s warning, “Do not 
lay hands upon anyone too hastily and thereby share responsibility for the sins of 
others” (1 Tim 5:22). Ephesians 4:11 says that the office of pastor is a spiritual 
gift. And only men who measure up to the twenty-two specific biblical 
qualifications28 for an elder that are delineated in 1 Timothy 3:1-7 and Titus 
1:5-9 should be ordained to ministry. These biblical qualifications put an 

 
26For a helpful exposé of this alarming trend in churches see, Ron Enroth, Churches 
that Abuse (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1992), and more recently, Michael J. 
Kruger, Bully Pulpit: Confronting the Problem of Spiritual Abuse in the Church (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2022).   
27Ultimately it is the Holy Spirit of God who makes or appoints overseers (cf. Acts 
20:28), but the Spirit works through the mediation of his Word and obedient 
disciples to accomplish his will. 
28God’s inspired qualifications for church leadership are sufficient; we don’t need 
man-made qualifications and stipulations in addition, such as subjecting elders to 
term-limits, etc. And God requires that elders be male (cf. 1 Tim 3:2), so women 
cannot be pastors, elders or bishops. There are no women elders in the Old or 
New Testament.  
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emphasis on mature moral and spiritual character.29 A seasoned, Spirt-
empowered, godly man is better suited for wielding the delegated authority 
from heaven than a man with defective character. Paul warns that power 
easily corrupts when it goes unchecked, even in the church.  

Unqualified, ungifted, and unvetted elders can “become conceited and fall 
into the condemnation incurred by the devil” (1 Tim 3:6). So, each elder 
candidate needs to be examined individually by other qualified elders and the 
saints (1 Tim 4:14).30 And once an elder-candidate has proven to be qualified, 
and is then ordained, he remains accountable to his fellow elders and all the 
believers in his congregation (1 Tim 5:19-21). 

Another common example of where a plurality of elders in the local 
church does not coincide with the intended biblical model of plurality is 
found in many Baptist churches that prioritize congregationalism and 
democracy as the ruling church polity. Whereas many Baptist churches 
function without recognizing elders, some do. Mark Dever’s church is a well-
known Baptist church in the Evangelical community, and it operates with a 
plurality of elders. But his church does not assign ruling authority in the 
church to the elders, but instead to the congregation. Dever posits: “The 
fundamental responsibility under God for the maintenance of all aspects of 
public worship of God belongs to the congregation.”31 He further says that 
the congregation is “even over those who are called to be its leaders (1 Tim. 
5:19-20).” But this proposal turns the biblical imperative on its head. 
Scripture calls elders “overseers” because they are “over” the people. Dever 
says the exact opposite. Hebrews 13:17 commands the congregation to “obey 
your leaders and submit32 to them, for they keep watch over your souls.” Paul 
says the church leaders are “over” the congregation (1 Thess 5:12). Nowhere 
in Scripture are the elders commanded by God to obey and submit to the 
congregation.       

 
29Kent nicely summarizes the qualifications into general categories covered as he 
notes they “set forth the type of man he should be in life, faith, temperament, 
disposition, reputation, judgment, family relations, ability, and experience”; cf. 
Homer A. Kent, Sr., The Pastor and His Work (Chicago: Moody, 1976), 195. For an 
exposition of all the qualifications see, Alexander Strauch, Biblical Eldership: An 
Urgent Call to Restore Biblical Church Leadership (Colorado Springs: Lewis and Roth, 
2005), 186-202; 227-238.   
30This rules out men who appoint themselves to ministry, a practice that is, 
unfortunately, alive and well today. 
31 Mark Dever, “The Church,” in A Theology for the Church, ed. by Daniel L. Akin 
(Nashville, Tennessee: B & H, 2007), 795. 
32With two present tense verbs, it is more literally translated as, “be obeying and 
submitting”; cf. Robert H. Gundry, Commentary on the New Testament (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 2010), 917.  
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So it is clear from the above that a plurality of elders in each local church 
is based on the prerequisite of the biblical qualifications for elders as well as 
having the proper chain of authority established in the church, namely, the 
people in the congregation are to submit to the limited and delegated 
authority of the elders, while the elders submit to God and His Word (1 Pet 
5:1-4).  

V 
Resistance to a Plurality of Elders 

Despite the clear model and imperative of plural leadership in the community 
of God’s people in both the Old and New Testaments, there is widespread 
opposition to it in many churches and denominations. The popular 
alternatives tend toward extreme democracy or in the other direction, 
espousing monarchism in the form of a spiritual dictatorship. There are many 
reasons the biblical model is either ignored or rejected in favor of competing 
paradigms, but consider some of the main ones. 

First, many churches do not prioritize the biblical mandate of a plurality 
of leaders in the local church because they minimize the importance of 
doctrine and frown on any form of dogmatism for the sake of preserving 
practical and pragmatic unity. To them, the notion that there is a clear, 
inviolable biblical position on church polity and leadership structure is too 
restrictive and potentially volatile and hence can ostracize some believers 
needlessly, disrupting outward social harmony among the Body of Christ. 
They pit unity against truth and doctrine against love. A false dichotomy of 
course, but a highly popular sentiment. Cowan says of this common concern 
among churches that “much of the contemporary call for unity among 
Christians is decidedly atheological. The call is for Christians to achieve 
visible unity by ignoring or de-emphasizing theology. ‘Doctrine divides’ is the 
slogan.”33  

A second reason the biblical model of plural-leadership in the local church 
ignored is due to an allegiance to tradition over biblical authority. Toon is 
representative here, as he rejects Sola Scriptura in favor of the authority and 
priority of church tradition and, in his case, the authority of the tradition 
arising from what he calls “the Anglican way.” Holding to an Episcopalian 
model of church polity, he posits that God providentially used the events of 
history to gradually form the ideal church leadership model, which did not 
exist in the New Testament, but emerged later, between the second and fifth 
century.34 He posits that providence through history is as authoritative as 

 
33Cowan, “Introduction,” in Who Runs the Church?, 9. 
34Peter Toon, “Episcopalianism” in Who Runs the Church?, 21-41. Toon’s view is 
also similar to Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Eastern, Old Catholic, as well as some 
Methodist and Lutheran churches, rendering this model a dominant one. Lightfoot 
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Scripture, and even more so. Following the lead of Ignatius of Antioch (c. 
108 AD), episcopal churches separated and elevated the role of bishop over 
and above that of the presbyter/elder. With time, the skewed, unbiblical 
byproduct in such a church model resulted in having a single bishop over a 
plurality of churches rather than a plurality of bishops in one church. 

A third popular reason many churches eschew the biblical model of a 
plurality of elders is because the local church is ignorant or is simply 
downplaying its importance. This is common among mainline Evangelical 
leaders and their churches. For example, in his popular systematic theology 
Millard Erickson claims there is no definitive biblical model of church 
government. He opines, 

There is no prescriptive exposition of what the government of the 
church is to be like….The churches are not commanded to adopt 
a particular form of church order….there is no unitary 
pattern…the evidence from the New Testament is inconclusive.35   

Closely related to this minimizing approach to church polity is the practice 
of undermining the doctrine of perspicuity. Many argue that a definitive 
paradigm of church leadership cannot be clearly identified in the Bible. In 
other words, the Bible is not clear on church polity. Wiersbe, the famed Bible 
expositor and one-time pastor of the historic Moody Bible Church held such 
a view. He wrote, “Whereas the foundational doctrines of our Christian faith 
are clearly defined in the Scriptures, there is no clear definition and picture 
given for the official organization of the church on a local or aggregate 
basis.”36 Patterson agrees with this notion as he alleges, “the case for 
mandatory multiple elders, in my estimation, cannot be established on the 
basis of Scripture.”37  

Undermining the perspicuity of Scripture allows many to allege that the 
three popular models of church polity—Episcopal, Presbyterian, and 
Congregationalism—are all equally valid. Smith says as much: “Scripture 
never sets forth one form of governance as the one, God ordained 
model…nothing prohibits other forms.”38 Grudem says the same in his 
classic systematic theology, as he avers, “the form of government adopted by 

 
is another well-known Anglican who readily admits that his preferred model of 
Episcopalianism is not in the New Testament but nonetheless is the correct one 
due to the authoritative nature of church tradition; cf. J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s 
Epistle to the Philippians (Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Publishers, 1987), 202.   
35Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1083-1084), 1990. 
36Howard Sugden and Warren Wiersbe, Confident Pastoral Leadership (Chicago: 
Moody Press, 1973), 42. 
37Paige Patterson, “Single-Elder Congregationalism,” in Who Runs the Church?, 150. 
38David L. Smith, All God’s People (Wheaton, IL: Victor, 1996), 375. 
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a church is not a major point of doctrine….a number of different types of 
church government systems seem to work fairly well.”39  

To imply that all three models are equally valid and biblically allowed is 
erroneous. Paul’s imperative is clear when he commanded Titus to “appoint 
elders in every city” (Titus 1:5), and he himself “appointed elders for them in 
every church” (Acts 14:23). Scripture is not ambiguous about church polity. 
Paul said enough revelation has been given such that “you will know how 
one ought to conduct himself in the household of God, which is the church 
of the living God, the pillar and support of the truth” (1 Tim 3:15). 
Furthermore, the Episcopalian model, one bishop over many churches, is 
neither commanded nor modeled in the New Testament.40 
Congregationalism is not biblical either, for God appointed elders to “lead” 
(Heb 13:7), “rule” (1 Tim 5:17), “manage” (1 Tim 3:5), “steward”41 (Titus 
1:7), and “oversee” (Acts 20:28) the saints in each congregation. The 
congregation is never told to rule over the pastors. The congregation is 
actually cautioned against impinging upon church leadership too flippantly 
or in an egalitarian manner (1 Thess 5:12-13; 1 Tim 5:1, 19; 1 Pet 5:5; Rom 
13:1-2). Again, Hebrews 13:17 is clear on this matter as the congregation is 
told to “obey your leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch over your 
souls as those who will give an account.” 

A fourth reason the biblical model of a plurality of elders in every church 
is highly neglected is that the key terms pertinent to the doctrine are routinely 
confused and convoluted. Much false teaching can be traced back to one’s 
misuse of biblical terms or an abandonment of the scriptural terminology 
altogether. Biblical words, phrases, and ideas are then supplanted with extra-
biblical, counterfeit ones. To guard against this all-too-frequent compromise, 
the original biblical terminology needs to be tenaciously preserved. Note 
Strauch’s appropriate and strong warning in this regard: 

The New Testament apostles, led by the Holy Spirit, were 
extremely careful when choosing the vocabulary they used to 
describe the person and work of Jesus Christ, His “new creation” 
the Church (Gal 6:15), and those who provided leadership for the 
people of God. It is critically important for Christians today to 
understand that the language we use to describe our church leaders 
has the power to accurately reflect biblical thinking and practice or, 

 
39 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 936.   
40And that model is based on the unbiblical notion of “apostolic succession,” a 
man-made doctrine that developed after the 2nd century AD; cf. R. E. Higginson, 
“Apostolic Succession,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. by Walter A. Elwell 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), 73. 
41A steward was a manager over others. 
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conversely, to lead us far away from the true Church of Jesus Christ 
and into the false church.42  

All three popular church paradigms today confuse the biblical terms related 
to church polity. Episcopalianism redefines the biblical word bishop by 
separating it from its synonymous and complementary terms, presbyter/elder 
and pastor. It also misuses the word priest, making it a synonym for pastor. In 
addition, it adds countless non-biblical terms such as synod, archbishop, cardinal, 
vestry, and more that smother out the clear teaching of Scripture (cf. Mark 7:8-
9, 13). Presbyterianism falsely dichotomizes the role of the elder, 
distinguishing between ruling (lay) elders and teaching elders. They misuse 
the term minister, making it synonymous with pastor, when in the Bible it is the 
equivalent of deacon. And they also add a flurry of unbiblical terms to the 
doctrine of church polity, such as session, consistory, synod, and general assembly 
that overly-burdens the simple New Testament picture of church leadership. 
Congregationalism also misuses biblical terms and infuses their church polity 
paradigm with unbiblical concepts. They say the church is a democracy,43 
which it is not. They routinely misuse the title “Senior Pastor”44 which is used 
only one time in the New Testament (cf. 1 Pet 5:4) and is reserved for Christ 
alone, who is the sole Head of the Church (Eph 5:23), and instead they assign 
it to the lead pastor of the local church. Such practice is a dangerous prospect 
which robs Christ of His unique glory and preeminence as the Savior of the 
Body (cf. Eph 5:23; Ps 115:1; Jude 1:25).     

A fifth reason that churches forsake the biblical model of a plurality of 
elders is for pragmatic purposes. Critics of the biblical view say having a 
plurality of leaders who share in the power and decision-making slows things 
down and can be overly bureaucratic. Many who campaign for a “senior 
pastor” model do so for its efficiency and the ability to make decisions quickly 
and unhindered. This view holds that the ends justify the means. Rick 
Warren, Tony Evans, Andy Stanley, and a host of others defend this view.45  

 
42Alexander Strauch, Biblical Eldership: An Urgent Call to Restore Biblical Church 
Leadership (Littleton, CO: Lewis & Roth, 1995) 33. 
43Mark Dever, “The Church,” A Theology for the Church, ed. by Daniel L. Akin 
(Nashville: B & H, 2007), 835. 
44The Greek phrase is, τοῦ Ἀρχιποίμενος, a hapax legomena, the definite article 
limiting the title to Christ alone. Translated in English Bibles as “Chief Shepherd,” 
the compound Greek word is literally “master + shepherd,” or “senior pastor”; cf. 
Cleon L. Rogers, The New Linguistic and Exegetical Key to the Greek New Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 579. 
45Cf. Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, 928-932 and Augustus Hopkins Strong, 
Systematic Theology: Three Volumes in One (Westwood, NJ: 1962), 916; Alistair Begg, 
On Being a Pastor (Chicago: Moody, 2004), 205-207; Tony Evans, God’s Glorious 
Church (Chicago: Moody, 2003), 180-181. 
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A sixth reason the biblical model is neglected is due to human pride, 
which manifests itself in many forms. Having worked in leadership and 
pastoral training for many years around the world, including in India, 
Honduras, Russia, Ukraine, and Africa, as well as in the United States, I 
routinely witness this impediment to biblical church polity first-hand. I have 
experienced it in churches where I have served as a pastor. I have served 
alongside a “senior” pastor in various Baptist churches who told me, and the 
other subordinate pastors, that we serve at his pleasure; what he says goes 
because he is the “senior pastor.” The buck stops with him! In his case it did 
not stop with a team of pastors or with input from the saints in the 
congregation, or even with the Bible—a breathtakingly audacious claim.  

I have helped various pastors with their church plants for years who 
refuse to raise up and appoint other elders because they fear their power as 
the sole leader may be diminished or threatened. They prefer to be 
benevolent dictators.46 I personally have worked with churches who refuse 
to add new elders to their team out of fear of the accountability and checks 
and balances that comes with a multiplicity of viewpoints and perspectives. 
They prefer instead to preserve a very small, controlling oligarchy that 
operates with local dictatorial power. In all the above cases, the lead pastors 
actually knew and acknowledged in theory that the biblical model called for 
the necessity of a plurality of elders ruling together in the local church, but 
instead consciously chose not to implement the biblical imperative in order 
to protect and preserve their autonomy. This is clearly unbiblical and 
dangerous, for Peter warns elders not to “lord it over the people” (1 Pet 5:3) 
which means that pastors should not abuse their God-given position of 
authority in the church.    

A seventh reason many churches don’t operate with a plurality of elders 
is because they don’t proactively train up leaders. Jesus is the supreme model 
of deliberate training and preparing a plurality of men for spiritual leadership. 
He raised up the first twelve pastors of the Church of Jerusalem by pouring 
His life into these ill-equipped prospects through prayer (John 17:6-19), 
personal selection (John 1:35-51), modeling (Matt 6:5-15), testing (Matt 10:1), 
deliberate instruction (Matt 10:5-15; 11:1), and commissioning (Matt 28:16-
20). Paul followed Jesus’ example as he was given to proactive training of 
future church leaders. Paul’s locus classicus on the matter is 2 Timothy 2:2, in 
his exhortation to Timothy, calling the young protégé to be about the 

 
46Such single-pastor churches are dangerously vulnerable to anarchy (abuse of the 
pastor) or tyranny (abuse of the people). A plurality of leadership guards against 
both; cf. Samuel E. Waldron, “Plural-Elder Congregationalism,” in Who Runs the 
Church?, 214, 247. A pastor who tyrannized the people was Diotrephes, of whom 
John warns us about in his third epistle (vv. 9-10). His Achilles’ heel was that “he 
loved the preeminence.”   
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business of raising up generations of future church leaders: “The things 
which you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, entrust 
these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also.” A pastor who 
goes years without seeing any prospective elders being replicated may be 
ignorant of how to train other men, or simply lazy or incompetent.     

VI 
Working Toward a Plurality 

There are occasions when a church may not have a plurality of elders for 
legitimate reasons. The most common one is with a new church plant. There 
are many examples in Paul’s ministry where he planted a church and when 
he left, the church was under-developed in its leadership.47 But he also knew 
that having a local church with a deficient leadership team was not ideal or 
healthy, and so he was prompt and proactive about appointing elders in every 
city (Titus 1:5), in every church (Acts 14:23). It is important to note that Paul 
always started a new local church beginning with a plurality of qualified elders 
as the foundation,48 thus setting the precedent of the importance and 
necessity of having a plurality of elders. 

Another occasion where a church may be lacking a plurality of elders is in 
times of persecution. That was the case for the churches in Philippi and 
Thessalonica where Paul and his team served as the first pastors of the 
church, but he and his companions were chased out of the city before having 
a chance to raise up other elders in their wake (Acts 16:39; 17:9). In the 
church of Pergamum, Antipas, was killed by satanic opposition (Rev 2:13). 
Hostile unbelievers have been targeting church leaders for 2,000 years, a 
practice that continues to the present day. Saints need to be reminded that 
when they lose their church leaders to imprisonment or murder, there still 
remains a caring pastor over their local church, namely Jesus the Good 
Shepherd (John 10:11), and “great Shepherd of the sheep” (Heb 13:20), who 
will never leave or forsake His people (Deut 31:6; Heb 13:5).    

VII 
Benefits of Plurality 

Obeying God at his Word is always the best policy, and it always comes with 
his blessings. God told Joshua that if he and the people obey his Word, “then 

 
47Paul, Silas, and Timothy planted a church in Thessalonica, but were forced out of 
the city by hostile authorities after only a few months, leaving the new, fledgling 
church with no experienced leaders; cf. Acts 17:1-10. 
48He planted churches in collaboration with Barnabas, John Mark, Silas, Timothy, 
Titus, and others—never as the lone maverick; cf. the many examples in the Book 
of Acts. 
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you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have success” (Josh 
1:8). God tells us when we do not lean on our own understanding but instead 
trust in him with all our heart, we will find favor with both God and man 
(Prov 3:4-7). This is true when we choose to follow God’s clear Word in 
Scripture on the topic of church polity. We need to follow his leadership 
structure and not our own. There are many benefits and blessings that come 
with following the God-ordained imperative for a necessity of a plurality of 
elders in each church.  

The first benefit of employing God’s model in church leadership is having 
a clear conscience that you, as a Christian, and church, are simply obeying 
what God says by doing what the Bible teaches. This takes faith, but it is 
liberating and brings Spirit-generated joy deep within the soul. Great 
satisfaction comes with obeying the Bible, and as you do you see first-hand 
how the Bible is indeed completely sufficient (2 Tim 3:16-17). Humans do 
not know how to run God’s church better than him. God’s plan works, and 
it works the best.  

A second benefit of having a plurality of leaders is that it allows for a 
greater pool of wisdom from which to draw when giving counsel to 
individuals, when seeking direction for the church body, and when making 
important personal decisions. We all, as fallen, finite sinners, have blind spots. 
We need others to expose those blind spots. A pastor working in isolation 
can’t see his own blind spots. By ourselves, we are limited in our perspective 
and wisdom. A plurality of elders praying and working together adds depth 
and breadth to pastoral guidance. Proverbs says, “Without consultation, 
plans are frustrated. But with many counselors they succeed” (15:22). And 
“in abundance of counselors there is victory” (11:14). Unilateral decisions 
made in isolation are often shallow, self-serving, deficient, and even 
detrimental. A great example of pooled wisdom in a difficult church situation 
was at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15). Luke recounts that the, “apostles and 
the elders came together to look into the matter” (15:6). As a plurality, they 
sought the Scriptures and God’s wisdom through prayer, and God delivered 
a harmonious result that preserved the unity of the body (15:22).   

A third benefit of having a plurality of leaders is that it provides relief for 
individual pastors. Shared leadership spreads the load and makes for a lighter 
burden (Eccles 4:9-12). No church should have a sole pastor trying to 
spearhead all the ministry alone, nor have him trying to shoulder the burden 
of the body in isolation. This causes burn-out, frustration, and all assortment 
of problems in the church and in the lives of shepherds. When Moses tried 
to shepherd and counsel the thousands of Israelites all by himself, his wise 
father-in-law, Jethro warned him saying, “The thing that you are doing is not 
good. You will surely wear out, both yourself and these people who are with 
you, for the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone” (Exod 18: 17-
18). Paul knew this basic truth and so he always conducted ministry with a 
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team of men, including traveling on his missionary journeys (cf. Acts 13:2; 
15:22; 17:10; 18:5; Rom 16:21).  

A fourth benefit of having a plurality of leaders is it provides greater 
accessibility for the people when they need spiritual help. If the church has 
five elders instead of just one “senior pastor,” more of the saints’ needs can 
be met, and in a timelier fashion. When people become members of our 
church we tell them that when others ask them, “Who is your pastor?” they 
should respond by saying, “I don’t have just one pastor; I have five 
shepherds.” This is comforting for our people. When Jesus commanded 
Peter to feed His sheep (John 21), he knew Peter would not be pastoring 
alone, but he would have a team of eleven other shepherds, all of whom 
served as the leadership of the one church in Jerusalem.  

A fifth benefit of a plurality of pastors is that it provides the congregation 
with greater exposure to a more diverse style of leadership. A team of eight 
elders, for example, can provide a kaleidoscope of gifts with which to bless 
the people. Each Christian has a mix of spiritual gifts for the purpose of 
edifying others in the body. Collectively, a plurality of elders will provide a 
rich, more balanced, wide spectrum of gifts with which to bless the 
congregation. One elder may be particularly gifted in counseling, another in 
preaching, another in giving, another in administration, another in providing 
vision and direction, and so on. A plurality of elders adds healthy layers and 
dimensions of spiritual resources from which the saints can draw.  

A sixth benefit of having a plurality in leadership is that it provides 
protection, for the church pastors and the congregation. The Holy Spirit 
knew that unfounded criticisms and attacks would be unleashed continually 
against church leaders (1 Tim 5:19). Jesus told His followers that “the 
world…hates Me” (John 7:7). And He also said many would hate His 
followers and the truth (John 15:18-19). That hatred manifests itself in many 
ways against church leaders, from gossip, to slander, to false accusations, to 
governmental and political harassment, to divisive churchgoers, and more. A 
church with a team of qualified, unified elders can absorb and deflect the 
onslaught of nefarious attacks in a superior manner to that of a church with 
a sole leader. Long ago, Solomon wisely delineated this protective measure: 
“Two are better than one…woe to the one who falls when there is not 
another to lift him up…. If one can overpower him who is alone, two can 
resist him. A cord of three strands is not quickly torn apart” (Eccl 4:9-12).   

VIII 
Conclusion 

Shortly before his death, Jesus promised His disciples that he would build his 
church (Matt 16:18). And he was true to his word. Fifty days after his 
resurrection, Christ established his church by imparting his Spirit to his 
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apostles and first disciples (Acts 2). Jesus entrusted the apostles with 
bequeathing divine revelation for all necessary doctrine for the establishment 
and perpetuation of the church until he returns at the end of the age. That 
foundational doctrine included church polity. Jesus and the apostles modeled 
and mandated a shared plural leadership. This model was inherited from 
God’s design, which he established in the Old Testament beginning with 
Moses. A plurality of elder rule was also practiced among the synagogues of 
Jesus’ day and during the course of Paul’s ministry. A shared, plural leadership 
structure for the local church was codified by the apostles in their inspired 
New Testament writings. As such, a plurality of elders is a divine necessity in 
the local church today. Churches and church leaders today need to resist the 
temptation of employing their own man-made, counterfeit models of church 
leadership, and instead obediently implement what God requires of his 
church, for he is the Head and Savior of the body. When Christians do follow 
God’s clear, simple outline of plural leadership they can be assured that God’s 
blessings will follow while needless hazards will be averted.      
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Pastoral Authority and the Word of God 

Joshua Grauman* 

I 
Introduction 

While preparing a class on Hermeneutics, I researched the concept that 
“Choice Implies Meaning.”1 For example, when a biblical author chooses to 
use one word or grammatical construct over another, there is some difference 
in meaning signified by that choice. Now, the difference in meaning between 
two synonyms or constructions can be slight,2 but if an author chooses one 
expression over another, it is wise to ask ourselves why they did. 

The question of what an author intended to communicate by his choice 
of wording is one I want to ask of two key texts about pastoral authority and 
the responsibility of the church to submit—Hebrews 13:7 and 1 Peter 5:5. 
Then I will look at the implications of our understanding of pastoral authority 
for shepherding God’s flock. 

II 
The Meaning of Hebrews 13:17 

Both Hebrews 13 and 1 Peter 5 are well-known to pastors.3 They both give 
a call to believers to submit to authority. “Obey your leaders and submit to 
them, for they keep watch over your souls as those who will give an account” 
(Heb 13:17, NASB).4 What is striking here is the Greek words the author 
chose to use for ‘obey’ and ‘submit.’ Obedience and submission are common 
words and concepts in our English Bibles, but the author of Hebrews chose 
not to use the words most common in the New Testament for either concept. 
Since the author of Hebrews could have communicated the concepts of 

 
*Joshua Grauman is pastor of teaching at Redeemer Bible Church in Elk Grove, 
California and professor of theology at The Cornerstone Bible College and 
Seminary in Vallejo, California.   
1See Steven Runge, Discourse Grammar of the Greek New Testament: A Practical 
Introduction for Teaching and Exegesis (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2010), 5. 
2One may simply fit better in a given context. Cf. the linguistic principle of 
“Minimalism vs Maximalism.” Meaning is primarily contained in sentences, 
paragraphs, and sections, and we should not try to extract too much significance 
out of a single word. Usually, meaning is found in how words fit together to form 
the whole. 
3Throughout Scripture the terms elder, pastor, and overseer are used 
interchangeably to refer to the same office (cf. Acts 20:17, 28; 1 Tim 3:1 vs Titus 
1:5, 7). The terms are also used interchangeably in this paper. 
4All Scripture references are from the NASB unless otherwise noted. 
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‘obey’5 and ‘submit’6 using these most frequently used Greek words, we want 
to understand why he did not. 

“Be Persuaded” 
Beginning with πείθω (peithō, “obey;” Heb 13:17, NASB), every time this word 
translated “obey” in the New Testament it is in the passive voice. The Bauer, 
Danker, Arndt, and Gingrich (BDAG) lexicon lists the primary meaning for 
this verb in the passive voice as “to be won over as the result of persuasion” 
(emphasis added). The first sub-definition is to “be persuaded, believe.” To 
“obey, follow,” is listed as the second meaning. All the active meanings in the 
definition encompass ideas of persuasion, convincing, and winning over.7 We 
can, therefore, conclude that even when πείθω (peithō) carries a sense of 
obeying, it is communicating an obedience that comes from being persuaded, 
not mere outward compliance. This does not mean that it has no implication 
of obedience, only that the root connotation is more connected to persuasion 
than mere action.  

There are many examples of words from the πείθω (peithō) word group 
where the nuance is closer to “believing” than “obeying.” Aπειθέω (apeitheō) 
is one example.8 It is frequently translated something like “not obey.” But 
looking at individual examples we see it often has connotations of belief. One 
clear example is in John 3:36 where ἀπειθέω (apeitheō) is contrasted with 
believing. “He who believes (from πιστεύω [pisteuō]) in the Son has eternal life; 
but he who does not obey (from ἀπειθέω [apeitheō]) the Son will not see life.” 
The clear contrast with “believes” shows that “not obeying” is closely 

 
5Of the 48 occurrences in the NASB of the words ‘obey’ and ‘obedience’, 37 
translate forms of the root ὑπακούω (hupakouō). This is the word we would normally 
associate with meaning ‘obey’ in the New Testament. But here in Hebrews, the 
author used the word πείθω (peithō), which has different connotations. Based on 
data from: J.K. Tauber, ed. MorphGNT: SBLGNT Edition, Version 6.12. 
(https://github.com/morphgnt/sblgnt, 2017). 
6Of the roughly 100 times the concept of submit, submission, and subjection are 
used in the New Testament, the root ὑποτάσσω (hupotassō) is the most frequently 
used. But the root ὑπείκω (hupeikō) found in Heb 13:17, is the only occurrence in 
the entire New Testament. Ibid. 
7Walter Bauer, Frederick William Danker, W. F. Arndt, and F. W. Gingrich, eds. A 
Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature. 3rd ed. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000)., s.v. πείθω, hereafter, BDAG. 
8Aπειθέω has the alpha privative prefix, and thus basically has opposite idea of 
πείθω (peithō), although as a distinct word, can have its own connotations. BDAG, 
s.v. ἀπειθέω. 
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connected to belief. For this reason, many would argue it should be translated 
as ‘disbelieve’ instead of “disobey.”9 

There are other times when the passive form of πείθω (peithō) is used in a 
way that shows persuasion is a connotation. For example, Romans 2:8 refers 
to those who do not ‘obey’ (or ‘are not persuaded by’) the truth. Likewise, 1 
Peter 4:17 uses πείθω (peithō) in the sense ‘obey the gospel.’  

Galatians 5:7 provides another example. Here Paul asks, “who hindered 
you from obeying (being persuaded by) the truth (emphasis mine)?” The fact 
that Paul uses πείθω (peithō) to mean persuasion is evident by reading the very 
next verse. “This persuasion did not come from him who calls you.” Paul is 
using the same root word as in verse 7. Translations correctly render 5:8 with 
something like ‘persuasion.’10 But we often miss the meaning of the related 
verb in 5:7, presuming it references mere obedience. 

Such a presumption is incorrect. Consider that, in the strictest sense of 
the word, it is impossible to obey truth. Truth asserts facts. If I say, “The 
bridge is broken,” that is a statement of fact that cannot be obeyed or 
disobeyed. Only commands can be obeyed. Conversely, commands do not 
make truth claims. “Stop running,” is not true or false. Truth, we see, cannot 
even be obeyed. What then should we do with it? What does truth ask of us? 
Truth demands to be believed. These verses are really calling us to be 
persuaded by the truth and to believe the gospel. Obviously, believing the 
truth of the gospel produces acts of obedience, but the root idea is a belief 
that was held due to persuasion.  

These examples show that πείθω (peithō) which is translated ‘obey’ in 
Hebrews 13:17 carries different connotations than our English word “obey.” 
The root meaning of πείθω (peithō) is to ‘be persuaded,’ and even when it is 
translated “obey,” it is closely connected with believing truth. Thus, I suggest 
that Hebrews 13:17 is better translated, “be persuaded by your leaders and 
yield to them…” This does not mean that it has no connotation of 
‘obedience’ or follow-through, as if anyone can believe facts and not be 
changed by them. Nonetheless, the main idea calls us to be persuaded by the 
truth.  

“Yield” 
Similarly, the word ὑπείκω (hupeikō; “submit;” Heb 13:17, NASB) only occurs 
in Hebrews 13:17 in the entire New Testament. Its entry in BDAG is short; 
it primarily means to “withdraw, give way to.” Then by figurative extension 
it means, “to yield to someone’s authority, yield, give way, submit.” If we 
investigate the meaning further in the classic Greek dictionary LSJ, we can 
see it primarily means to “retire, withdraw, or depart,” but also has the 

 
9BDAG, s.v. ἀπειθέω. 
10BDAG, s.v. πεισμονή. 
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derived idea to “yield, give way, comply.”11 As with πείθω (peithō), the point 
is not that the word doesn’t have any sense of submission, but that the 
connotation is different from the normal word for submit. Submission has 
the idea of placing yourself under someone else and subjecting yourself to 
them.12 In this context, though, ὑπείκω (hupeikō) suggests yielding, deferring, or 
“letting someone else go first.”  

Now the difference between “submitting” and “yielding” is nuanced—I 
am not suggesting that the meanings do not overlap. Obviously, both 
concepts have some implications for obedience. But “yielding” suggests not 
insisting on your own ideas or way. It’s the idea of not being stubborn, and I 
think this word suggests the author is calling people to give up their preferences, 
rather than their convictions. 

The letter to the Hebrews is asking the church to be humble and 
teachable, to follow their leaders and to defer to them. But the words that the 
author chose communicate that there is more nuance to following leaders in 
the church than obeying without question at all times.13 Scripture gives church 
leaders authority, but their authority is not absolute. “Be persuaded by” and 
“yield to” are commands to the church to listen and learn, and to give up 
preferences willingly and graciously. Ultimately, both words point to God’s 
Word as the final authority. After all, what should the church be persuaded 
by? And what should be driving the leader to whom the church humbly 
defers? 

As the author states a little later in 13:17, “Remember those who led you, 
who spoke the word of God to you; and considering the result of their 
conduct, imitate their faith.” Notice first how the author of Hebrews defines 
what a leader is: “those who spoke the word of God to you.” This is what 
makes a leader a leader to the author of Hebrews. They led by speaking the 
Word of God.  

Furthermore, observe that this verse is not a command to do whatever 
the leaders do, much less a command to do whatever the leader tells us to 
do. It is an exhortation to follow those who taught the word and imitate their 
faith. This is at the heart of biblical leadership. The goal of the leader is always 
to build the faith of those who follow. The goal is never merely outward 
conformity to external rules. The goal is for leaders to teach and model the 

 
11Henry George Liddell, Robert Scott, and Henry Stuart Jones. A Greek-English 
Lexicon. 9th ed. with revised supplement (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996)., s.v. ὑπείκω. 
12BDAG, s.v. ὑποτάσσω. 
13As Lane states, “The distinctive vocabulary selected by the writer is instructive…. 
But the specific quality of the obedience for which πείθεσθαι asks is not primarily 
derived from a respect for constituted structures of authority. It is rather the 
obedience that is won through persuasive conversation and that follows from it (so 
Laub SNTU 6-7 [1981-82] 179-80).” William L. Lane. Word Biblical Commentary. 
Volume 47B. Hebrews 9-13 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1991), 554. 
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Word of God so that people’s faith can grow in believing and trusting what 
God says and live in light of that by faith.  

In other words, the author of Hebrews was careful not to communicate 
absolute authority for the church leader. He was more nuanced in his 
understanding of the role of the pastor in the life of the church. More to the 
point, the author of Hebrews understood that the role of the pastor was to 
teach and model the Word of God and to persuade God’s people to believe 
and live in light of it. That’s because God’s Word holds the ultimate authority.  

III 
The Meaning of 1 Peter 5:5 

In a similarly familiar passage about pastoral authority, Peter says, “Likewise, 
you who are younger, be subject to the elders” (1 Pet 5:5). First, who are 
these elders? In the previous four verses Peter exhorted the elders among his 
recipients. He called them to shepherd the flock, and to do so gently and 
humbly like Jesus himself. This implies that these elders were an identifiable 
group within the churches to whom Peter wrote, and that they had 
responsibility to shepherd the flock.  

This makes it clear that the elders are not simply all those who are older 
in age, but a defined and appointed group of leaders in the church.14 Old 
Testament Israel had a defined group of leaders called elders.15 New 
Testament churches did as well.16 Particularly relevant is the fact that Paul 
gave requirements for elders,17 calls eldership an office,18 and says that men 
should be appointed to this body.19 So it should not be surprising that Peter 
is addressing this group of leaders in the churches. 

Upon an initial reading, this verse’s meaning seems cut and dry. Peter 
exhorts the elders in the first four verses to shepherd God’s flock as humble 
examples, and not to lord it over them. Then, in verse 5, he calls people to 
submit to the elders. Peter uses the most frequently used Greek word in 
Scripture for submission, ὑποτάσσω (hupotassō), which in the passive voice 
means to “become subject,” or “subject oneself, be subjected or subordinated, obey.”20 
So, on the surface it seems like a straightforward passage calling the church 
to submit to its elders. 

 
14Cf. also Thomas R. Schreiner. 1, 2 Peter, Jude, The New American Commentary, 
vol. 37 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2003), 236.  
15Cf. Exod 3:16; Deut 5:23; Matt 26:3 and many more. 
16Acts 14:23; 15:2, 6, 23; 16:4; 20:17; 21:18; 1 Tim 5:17; Titus 1:5; James 5:14.  
171 Tim 3:1-7; 2 Tim 2:24-26; Titus 1:5-9. 
181 Tim 3:1. 
191 Tim 5:22; Titus 1:5. 
20BDAG, s.v. ὑποτάσσω. 
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Once again, we need to observe a choice Peter made in how he 
communicated this command. Peter does not say “Likewise, church, submit to 
the elders,” or, “flock, submit to the elders.” He says, “Likewise, you who are 
younger, be subject to the elders.” 

If Peter wanted the whole church to submit to its elders, why did he not 
just say that?21 There seems to be a clear contrast between those who are 
younger and those who are older in this text. If Peter was thinking that the 
whole church should submit to their elders, why did Peter just command the 
younger (and not everyone) to submit to the elders? 

The inescapable conclusion from Peter’s choice of words is that he 
viewed the elders as the more mature members of the body. Even though 
the elders are not simply a group of the oldest men in the church, they are 
contrasted with the younger, and so they must be older and wiser in some 
sense.22 The list of requirements for elders shows that age is not really the 
issue—biblical character, wisdom, and clarity is.23 The elders should be the 
ones who know the Word the best, who have the most wisdom in the Word, 
and who have spent the most time living and putting the word into practice. 

Peter’s words show his perspective about the elders. While he does not 
explicitly say that the elders should be the most mature, his choice of words 
indicate that is how he thought about who they were. Thus, by implication, 
those who are younger are not necessarily just physically younger, but are 
younger in the faith. And that is who Peter commands to submit to their 
elders. 

IV 
Implications of 1 Peter 

So if Peter expects elders to be biblically mature, how does God define 
maturity? We can look at the requirements passages for elders and clearly see 
that biblical elders should be mature in their knowledge and practice of the 
word. Elders should primarily be men of character, who are sober minded 
because they are not driven by their emotions and desires but are stable 
because of their convictions in the truth.24 

If, from Peter’s perspective, elders are men who are mature in knowing 
and living out the Word, men of biblical character, that shows that 
fundamentally, God’s Word is what guides and leads the church. As Peter 

 
21This is a clear implication from “Choice Implies Meaning,” and an important 
question to ask in interpretation. 
22 Cf. Schreiner who argues similarly against this passage teaching universal and 
absolute submission: “The younger in particular, then, should submit (hypotagēte) to 
the leadership of the elders (Schreiner, 1, 2 Peter and Jude, 237). 
23Cf. note 15. 
24Cf. note 15. 
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said, Jesus is the Chief Shepherd. He is the one who leads his flock. The other 
elders by implication are under-shepherds, seeking to help lead the sheep to 
follow Jesus. The goal is for God’s Word to control and take root in God’s 
people to help them follow Jesus. So those who are the most mature should 
be the ones leading the church because they know and live out the Word the 
best. Just because a man or group of men are old does not necessarily make 
them the most capable of leading based on the Word. 

Now, of course, in a healthy church, the men who are in the position of 
leadership should be the most knowledgeable and mature in living out the 
Word. And the church should submit to their leaders. That should be normal. 
As Peter’s language here shows, this is the ideal. 

Many churches do not experience the ideal, though. Sometimes pastors 
do not know the Word well. Sometimes they do not have character and 
integrity in their daily lives. It is easy for elders to want the church to submit, 
even when they are not living out the biblical standard for their position. 
Clearly, Peter’s point is not that people should question and distrust their 
pastors; he is commanding people to submit to them.25 But the implication 
of how he articulates that command is that people should expect their pastors 
to be mature men who know and live the Word. Like a husband who harshly 
demands that his wife submit without thoroughly and selflessly loving his 
wife, pastors should not expect the church to submit even while they fail to 
take seriously the expectation that they be mature in the Word. 

Because Peter called the younger to submit to their elders and warned the 
elders about being overbearing, I would argue that elders should not press for 
submission unless a member’s biblical stance is clearly immature. For 
example, it would violate the spirit of Peter’s command for an elder with a 
personal conviction that drinking alcohol is wrong to insist a mature believer 
desist from drinking a glass of wine over dinner with a clean conscience. The 
elders are not to lord their personal preferences or convictions over the flock 
(even if they are wise and well-meaning!); they are to be gentle examples of 
following Christ. In other words, leaders should never use 1 Peter 5:5 to 
command people to submit to them without a biblical basis. That is an 
overreach of pastoral authority. It goes against what Peter just called the 
elders to exemplify.  

If the elders are indeed the most mature and wise members of the body, 
everything they say and do should be based on the Word. They have thought 
the most carefully through situations with the Word, and so they understand 
and can clearly explain from Scripture how various principles apply in a wide 
variety of situations. The church should clearly see that and want to seek their 
wisdom and follow their example by faith. The elders do not need to make 

 
25Although there are times the wisest course is to leave a church or confront the 
leaders because the elders do not have knowledge and maturity in the Word. 
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up their own commands because they know what God has commanded. A 
younger pastor who is wise will not be bossing around the older Word-
saturated members of the flock, but will learn from them even as he seeks to 
teach and model the Word to them.  

V 
The Danger of Going Beyond Scripture 

As elders, we do not have the authority to judge apart from Scripture. As 
Paul explains in 1 Corinthians 4:5–6, we should not pass judgment before the 
time, when the Lord comes and will bring to light the things hidden in 
darkness and will disclose the motives of men’s hearts. Paul is saying that we 
cannot judge motives apart from what God says is wrong. While some 
actions reveal hearts as sinful, motives are often hidden and won’t be revealed 
until the coming of the Lord.26 That’s why Paul says in verse 6, that we need 
to learn to “not go beyond what stands written.” Paul’s logic here is that we 
cannot go beyond what is written in God’s Word as the standard. Yes, if 
someone violates something Scripture says is wrong, we can judge that. Why? 
Because God already judged it. God told us it is wrong. But many actions are 
not inherently sinful and only the motive determines if it pleases God. 
Therefore, since we can only know if something is wrong if God says it is 
wrong, we need to be very careful not to take one step beyond the limits of 
Scripture in calling something wrong. We can never go beyond what stands 
written. 

James makes a similar point in James 4:11–12. He commands us not to 
speak against or speak down to a brother. He is warning us about 
condemning a brother in Christ. James gives his justification, “He who speaks 
against a brother or judges his brother, speaks against the law and judges the 
law.” James goes on to say that there is only one Lawgiver and Judge. We 
know that is God. Therefore, who are we to judge our neighbor? 

James’ point is clear. If we condemn and speak down against a brother 
based on anything other than what God has already made clear in His Word, 
we are making ourselves to be the judge. We are actually judging the law when 
we do this because we are saying that God’s Word is not sufficient to 
determine what is right and wrong. We are putting ourselves in the place of 
God when we judge anything beyond what God says. So, it’s serious to 
condemn someone based on anything other than the clear statements of 
Scripture. 

 
 

 

 
26Matt 12:34; Luke 6:45; 1 Tim 5:24. 
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VI 
Application of 1 Peter 

This is why Peter, as well as the rest of Scripture, requires that the elders be 
mature, godly men, who know the Word. Because the Word is what has the 
real authority. If you put someone in a position of leadership who does not 
know the Word well and is not mature in living it out, they will inevitably lead 
based on their own opinions and judgments rather than God’s desires and 
priorities. 

One implication of 1 Peter is that the more mature a member of the body 
is, the less an elder should be simply telling them what to do. Once again, 
Peter tells the younger to submit to the elders. Believers who are immature 
and ignorant of Scripture need the most direction from their pastors. That is 
because biblical authority comes from the Word. Therefore, the less a pastor 
knows the Word, the less authority he has.27 

Yes, the godly pastor has the authority to be bold and to tell a new believer 
(or any believer immature enough to go down this road) that sexual 
immorality is wrong and that they must not engage in it. But that is ultimately 
because Scripture is clear. Any mature believer should have strong 
convictions about that. And a wise and godly pastor not only knows that 
sexual immorality is wrong but will also keep in mind all the passages in 
Scripture about how to correct someone gently for the purpose of restoration 
(e.g., Gal 6:1–2; 2 Tim 2:24–26), and so they will correct sin in a clear, gentle 
and biblical manner. 

To repeat the point again, the fact that Peter contrasts the younger with 
the elders shows that ultimately, the Bible has final authority because those 
who are most mature in the Word are those to whom we should submit. This 
shows that in Peter’s model of eldership, the goal is maturity in the Word and 
not mere submission to whoever is in charge.  

I am not saying that these passages do not call the church to submit to 
elders at all. By the same token, the Bible never calls the flock to submit to 
elders no matter what. There is nuance in these texts that clearly implies that 
the authority of the pastor is not ultimate. The word is what has the authority 
and the pastor’s authority stops where Scripture stops. These two texts show 
that the ultimate goal of leaders is to produce faith, conviction in the Word, 

 
27That is, in areas where he is ignorant of Scripture, he has little to no authority. 
The reason pastors give for what they command should never be, “because I said 
so,” but always, “because God said so.” Of course, in areas where Scripture is 
silent, pastor-elders have authority to make decisions which they believe are best 
for the flock. But wise pastors won’t make major decisions apart from the body, 
but will seek to carry their consciences. 
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and biblical maturity, not mere outward obedience to whatever the leader 
wants. 

So as we have looked at these two texts, we have seen that the author of 
Hebrews and the apostle Peter called the church to be persuaded by and 
submit to their leaders. But rather than giving commands to simply obey and 
submit to their leaders, both writers communicated in such a way as to show 
that the role of the pastor is to mature and ground believers in the word. 
While they did not come out and say that directly, the words they used 
revealed their underlying assumptions about leadership. Leaders should be the ones 
who know the Word of God and live it out as examples of faith. They should 
be mature in living out the word, wise in applying it, and able to teach, 
explain, and persuade believers based on it. They should not be domineering 
and tell people what to do without solid basis and clear explanation from the 
Word. 

VIII 
Implications for Shepherding 

So, the question we should be asking ourselves is this: If pastors do not have 
authority to run around and tell people what to do apart from Scripture, how 
should they lead? What methods are at the pastor’s disposal to actually 
promote godliness? But before we even answer that question, we have to lay 
the foundation for what true godliness is and where it comes from. 

The Goal is Faith 
Why should leaders not just tell people what to do? Why is the goal not 
merely getting people to do the right thing? Because ultimately, God is after 
faith.28 Faith is what pleases God. As the author of Hebrews says, “Without 
faith it is impossible to please him” (Heb 11:6). All throughout chapter 11 we 
see examples of how the Old Testament saints lived by faith and trusted God. 
Their faith showed that they valued God more than anything in this world. 
Faith is what says, “Lord, I need you, I cannot do this on my own. I need 
your help, your grace, your forgiveness, your salvation.” So faith is what 
pleases God because faith exalts him as the ultimate giver and the ultimate 
reward. 

As the Psalmist so beautifully says in Psalm 50, God does not need our 
sacrifices. He does not need anything. But what does he want? Asaph says, 
“Offer to God a sacrifice of thanksgiving and pay your vows to the Most 
High; Call upon Me in the day of trouble; I shall rescue you, and you will 
honor Me” (Ps 50:14–15). What glorifies and honors God is for us to depend 
upon him in everything, and then praise and thank him when he is faithful, 

 
28Luke 22:32; 2 Cor 1:24; Phil 2:17; 1 Thess 3:2, 5, 10; 1 Pet 1:7-9. 



The Cornerstone Journal of Pastoral Theology and Ministry: 2024 

79 

because he is the ultimate giver. Faith is what pleases God because faith 
magnifies God’s goodness and grace. 

Paul says that the goal of his apostleship was to bring about the obedience 
of faith among all the Gentiles for his name’s sake (Rom 1:5). The fact that 
there is an obedience of faith means that there is also obedience that is not of 
faith. Obedience that flows from a person who values and trusts God—this 
is obedience of faith. There is also obedience that is performed out of wrong 
motives. Someone could come to church, or give to the poor, or do a host 
of other good things for selfish reasons. Paul is after the former kind. His 
whole mission was to promote obedience that flowed from faith. 

As Paul says in 1 Timothy 1:5, “But the goal of our instruction is love 
from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith.” This is a great 
summary of what Paul was pursuing when pouring into people. He knew that 
God wants people to act out of love that comes from a pure heart because 
God cares about our motives and desires. God wants us to nurture integrity 
and a clear conscience as we live by faith. In Romans 14:23, Paul explains, 
“But he who doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from 
faith; and whatever is not from faith is sin.” (emphasis mine) God is clear. He has 
testified: Faith is what pleases him.29 He wants every single thing we do to be 
motivated by it. Therefore, the goal of every pastor should be for those in his 
church body to do the right things for the right reasons. 

How to Motivate Righteousness 
Understanding that faith is God’s goal has massive implications for how we 
go about leading and shepherding God’s people. If the goal in shepherding 
people is their faith and not their mere obedience, then we have to be careful 
about how we motivate people. We do not want people to do the right things 
for the wrong reasons. So, we have to be careful what means we use to try to 
motivate people. God cares about our methods and not just the results. 

For example, we as pastors must be careful not to pressure, obligate, or 
guilt people into doing the right thing. If we are too forceful in telling people 
what they should do without explaining to them why they should do it, they 
could do what we want, but do it out of fear or wanting to please us rather 
than God. And we know that the fear of man is never a good heart motive.30  

This is why James is so clear that the anger of man never produces the 
righteousness of God (James 1:19-20). You can never produce faith with 
anger. You can get people to do certain things with anger. But anger never 
produces peace, faith, and trust in God. If someone yells and threatens their 
kids to obey, they may obey because of fear. But they will not grow in trusting 

 
29Forms of μαρτυρέω (martureō) are used throughout Hebrews 11 to emphasize that 
God has testified that faith is what pleases him. See Heb 11:2, 4, 5, 39. 
30Prov 29:25. 
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God and His goodness and resting in His love. Anger tries to control people 
to do what we perceive as right.31 But the goal is not for people to be 
motivated and controlled by us, but by God. 

James 3:13–18 is at the heart of his letter.32 He concludes it by saying, “the 
seed whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace 
(James 3:18).” In other words, how is righteous fruit produced? How can a 
seed be planted to grow into a tree that produces righteous fruit? James says 
we must be a peaceful person who sows seeds in peace. The soil in which 
righteousness grows is peace, as people learn to trust and depend on God 
and his Word. 

I like to call this passage James’ version of the fruit of the Spirit. In this 
context, James is showing how righteousness comes from resting in God. 
Believers want God’s peace and not bitter jealousy and selfish ambition 
driving us. Or as John puts it, we obey God because we are abiding in him, 
and his Spirit, his Word, and his love is abiding in us (John 14;17; 15:4–5, 10).  

Similarly, Paul calls us to let the Word of Christ and Spirit of Christ dwell 
in us with much thankfulness (Col 3:15–16; Eph 5:18–20). As the spiritual 
realities of the gospel control and motivate us, Christ’s peace rules our hearts. 
In Galatians the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22–23) flows out of the freedom 
that we have in Christ, not having to earn righteousness by our works, but by 
the Spirit hoping for it (Gal 5:1, 5). The fruit of the Spirit is what naturally 
comes out of the believer who is full of the reality of the gospel. We see in 
all these passages that if we want to motivate righteousness, we need to 
cultivate an environment of peace, where people abide in Christ, rest in him, 
and let the truth of his Word so fill us that we taste and see his goodness, and 
learn to trust him by faith. 

Persuading People 
This is why Paul spends so much time in his letters reasoning and making 
logical arguments. He is not just telling people what to do but filling them 
with life-giving truth that will transform and motivate them (Rom 12:2). His 
goal is to persuade people of the truth, and to convince them of the goodness 
of living in light of it.  

One of the most glorious sections of Scripture is the explanation of Paul’s 
apostolic ministry in 2 Corinthians 2:12–6:10. Paul spends all these chapters 
explaining the glory of the ministry that keeps him going despite hardship. 
Right near the beginning of this section Paul explains: “For we are not like 
many, peddling the word of God, but as from sincerity, but as from God, we 

 
31See the definition of anger as actively opposing perceived evil in Robert D. Jones, 
Uprooting Anger (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 2005), 15-17. 
32William Varner, The Book of James: A New Perspective: A Linguistic Commentary 
Applying Discourse Analysis (The Woodlands, TX: Kress, 2010), 37. 
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speak in Christ in the sight of God (2 Cor 2:17).” There is an honesty, 
openness, and integrity that comes from simply living and promoting faith in 
what God says. 

A key passage where Paul explains this methodology is in this section, 
“Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade men, but we are made 
manifest to God; and I hope that we are made manifest also in your 
consciences” (2 Cor 5:11). Here, Paul is explaining how he lives with integrity. 
He knows that one day very soon we will all stand before the judgment seat 
of Christ, and we will receive rewards for how we lived here on earth. Since 
Paul knows that God sees our hearts and our motives, he says that “we are 
made manifest to God.” Nothing is hidden from God. God knows why we 
do what we do, and He will reward us for faith.33 This is what motivated Paul 
to live with integrity and not to manipulate people or truth to get the results 
he wanted. His emphasis on the judgment day was because he knew God 
sees, cares about, and rewards our unseen motives and our hearts of faith. 
Because Paul was living in view of eternity, knowing that he will stand before 
the Lord one day, he lived with transparency and integrity. 

Paul not only sought to live with integrity himself, refraining from 
underhanded methods and motives, he also sought for other people to live 
by faith with integrity as well. Paul wants the church to understand why they 
follow Christ, and he wants them to be just as convinced of God’s goodness 
and faithful love as he was. If Paul persuades people of the truth, then they 
can live out those convictions by faith. And as we have seen, that is always 
the goal. Paul’s aim is for believers to live lives of integrity, where what they 
believe is consistently lived out by faith. 

Just a chapter earlier Paul said something very similar, “Therefore, since 
we have this ministry, as we received mercy, we do not lose heart, but we 
have renounced the things hidden because of shame, not walking in craftiness 
or adulterating the word of God, but by the manifestation of truth 
commending ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God” (2 
Cor 4:1–2). Notice once again the emphasis on openness (“manifestation of 
the truth”) in contrast to things hidden. If we have integrity, we have no 
reason to hide our motives. Our motives should flow clearly from Scripture. 
Our reasons are open. And as a result, that makes us correctable. My whole 
life, my motivations, reasons, and actions are open for all to see. If there is 
anything in my life that is not consistent with Scripture, it can be pointed out. 

 
33Clint Archer, The Preacher's Payday: How Faithfulness Echoes in Eternity (Leominster, 
UK: Day One, 2012), 15-31. Chapter 1 argues that the judgment that is spoken of 
here by Paul isn’t the Great White Throne judgment where unbelievers are 
condemned. Rather this is commonly called the Bema Seat Judgment where 
believers are rewarded for their faithfulness. See also 
https://bible.org/article/doctrine-rewards-judgment-seat-bema-christ. 
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I can be corrected and grow because Scripture not only tells us how we 
should live, but what should motivate our lives. It is the standard against 
which my entire life should be measured (see also Heb 4:12-13). 

Furthermore, we do not twist and adulterate the Word of God to say what 
we want it to say. No, the meaning of Scripture is plain; we should never use 
God’s Word to get people to do what we want. The goal is to understand 
what Scripture clearly means and help others to believe and apply it so that 
we all submit to what God wants. 

Carrying the Conscience 
In both 2 Corinthians 5:11 and 4:1-2 Paul emphasizes the conscience of his 
hearers. He commends himself to their consciences and is made manifest to 
their consciences. He is after their conviction. The goal is for believers to 
know the truth and then consistently live in light of the truth to the best of their 
knowledge. That is living a life of integrity.  

Integrity is informed by the conscience. This is why Paul is so concerned 
with the conscience throughout his writings. He often connects living with a 
clear conscience with living by faith.34 He wants people to live with integrity, 
and to do what they are convinced is right (cf. Rom 14:23). As we see 
throughout Paul’s writings, the conscience may not always be right; there are 
people with weak consciences who feel guilty about something that is not 
inherently wrong (cf. Rom 14:1-2; 1 Cor 8:7). But Paul still encourages 
believers to heed their consciences because this kind of integrity and internal 
consistency between what we believe and what we do is so important (Rom 
14:16; 1 Cor 8:10, 12). 

As Paul rhetorically asks in 1 Corinthians, “For why is my freedom judged 
by another’s conscience?” (10:29). We can see from this question that 
different people have different consciences. Not everyone will have the same 
convictions. Yet the answer to Paul’s rhetorical question is, “It should not 
be!” We have freedom in Christ to live by faith. And the goal for Christians 
is not to make cookie-cutter copycats of one another who all make the same 
decisions in everything. The goal is for each of us to live by faith with a clean 
conscience. Everyone should live by their own conscience. 

Paul elaborates further on this concept in Romans 14, “The faith which 
you have, have as your own conviction before God. Happy is he who does 
not condemn himself in what he approves. But he who doubts is condemned 
if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and whatever is not from faith 
is sin” (14:22-23). Observe how Paul wants believers to live in light of their 
own personal convictions, firmly convinced of the truth. That is what faith 
is: a firm confidence in the truth. Living by faith is so important to Paul that 
he makes the bold statement that “whatever is not from faith is sin.” 

 
34Romans 14:23 in the context of the conscience; 1 Tim 1:5, 19; 3:9. 
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Absolutely everything we do should be because we each trust God and his 
Word and believe that his way is best.  

In summary, if the goal is faith, merely telling people what to do does not 
produce what God wants. If people do what we want without being convinced, 
then they aren’t living by faith and are actually in sin.35 The goal is to teach 
people God’s Word so that they grow in their conviction of what God wants 
and seek to live that out by faith with a clean conscience.  

The Importance of Explanation 
If God is so concerned that we live out the truth by faith with a clear 
conscience, then understanding why we should do things is important, which 
is the reason for Paul’s emphasis on the importance of teaching. Throughout 
the book of Acts we often see Paul reasoning with, persuading, or teaching 
people.36 That is, of course, why the only competency-based requirement for 
pastors is the ability to teach,37 because being able to articulate and explain 
God’s Word is vital for all of ministry (2 Tim 3:16-17).  

As another example of the importance of teaching, notice what Paul says 
in the famous passage about preaching in 2 Timothy. Here Paul exhorts 
Timothy strongly to preach: “Preach the word, be ready in season and out of 
season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and teaching (4:1–2).” 
We can clearly see in this text the importance of admonishing, exhorting, 
reproving, and rebuking with God’s Word. But what does Paul mean when 
he says to preach “with great patience and teaching?”  

He means that good preaching, and even reproof, rebuke, and 
admonishment must explain and teach the reasons why people should do 
certain things. As we are exhorting people, we must do so with explanation, 
with reasoning, and with persuasion. We must be patient, because the goal is 
not merely to produce certain actions, but for people to be convinced, and 
then to live by faith. We need to teach and explain patiently because it takes 
time for people to be convinced. 

We do not want people to do things that they do not firmly believe are 
good. So, to achieve this goal, believers must be convinced by the truth and 
understand why they should live that way from Scripture. This is true even in 
the most extreme example of rebuking heretical false teachers. Read what 
Paul commands leaders in 2 Timothy 2:24–26. Paul asserts that leaders must 
kindly correct opponents gently and patiently, without being quarrelsome. 
This is actually a requirements passage for pastors similar to 1 Timothy 3:1–

 
35Technically, believers can and should defer or submit in faith without being 
convinced at times because God commands submission in different situations. But 
people should not give up biblical convictions or violate their consciences in that. 
36Acts 17:4, 17; 18:4, 11, 19; 19:8, 9; 20:20; 26:28; 28:31. 
371 Tim 3:2; 2 Tim 2:15, 24; Titus 1:9. 
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7 and Titus 1:5–9. Paul says pastors must be and live this way.38 In context, 
Paul is talking about correcting men who are spreading heresy (2 Tim 2:18). 
Even so, Paul calls the pastor to correct them with gentleness and without 
being quarrelsome. Why? In the hope that they will come to their senses and 
repent which leads them to the knowledge of the truth. The goal is always 
for the truth to convince. 

Paul’s model is to gently and patiently explain the truth. The truth is what 
changes lives, and so the pastor’s role is to keep patiently and gently teaching 
the truth from God’s Word so that people can see what God wants and why. 
And if Paul exhorts pastors to be gentle even when correcting unbelieving 
false teachers, how much more patient, gentle and non-coercing should we 
be when explaining God’s Word to God’s people? 

Being an Example 
Along with Paul’s emphasis on patient explanation and reasoning from 
Scripture, we also see how often he calls believers to follow his example (1 
Cor 4:16–17; 11:1; Phil 3:17; 1 Thess 1:6; 2 Thess 3:7–9; 2 Tim 3:10). We 
already saw the importance of being an example in both of our key texts. The 
author of Hebrews exhorted the believers to imitate the faith of their leaders 
(Heb 13:7), and Peter called the elders to be examples as well (1 Pet 5:3).  

If pastors do not lead by telling people what to do, then God’s ordained 
methods of change are through patient teaching and explanation, and then 
modeling what it looks like to joyfully follow and trust Christ. A lot more 
could be said about how powerful the testimony of a life of faith is (Titus 
2:10; 1 Pet 2:12), but for sake of space I leave this as an exercise for the 
reader.  

Convictional Leadership 
In practice, it is easy to fall into one of two ditches when it comes to 
leadership. And anyone who has been in church for long has probably either 
fallen into the trap of leading in one of these ways or been under these types 
of leaders (or both!).  

On the one hand, there is the danger of arrogant and self-confident 
leadership. This kind of pastor leans on his own authority and is very sure of 
himself. These pastors lead based on their own ideas and vision and are more 
concerned that God’s people accomplish their plans than they are concerned 
about the people’s motives for what they do. They are more occupied with 
the what, “doing big things for God,” than the why, “living with integrity and 

 
38Paul introduces this passage with the same word δεῖ (dei), “must,” which 
communicates that these requirements are not optional (just like in the other two 
requirements passages). This passage is not readily identified as a requirements 
passage for pastor-elders because Paul uses a different title for leaders here, “the 
man of God.” 
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faith.” They micromanage God’s people rather than teaching them to live 
principled lives. Their self-assuredness leads them to be convinced that they 
are doing right because their goals are good, even when they miss God’s 
methods for accomplishing his plans. 

On the other hand, leadership can be wishy-washy and spineless. Pastors 
can go with whatever people want and be subject to their whims and desires. 
In an effort to be nice and not authoritarian, pastors can be people-pleasing 
and fall into the trap of not standing for much of anything. This kind of 
leader can easily fall into the trap of a false humility and self-doubting that 
says it is actually godly to not have an opinion, much less confidence and 
conviction.  

So how do we guard against both of these errors in leadership? Paul tells 
Timothy in 2 Tim 1:7, “For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of 
power and love and discipline.” It is clear that God wants us to be confident 
and not timid. We want God’s power working through us. On the one hand, 
it is wrong to be self-confident, but on the other hand, it is wrong to not 
believe in anything. The biblical solution is not to have confidence in 
ourselves but to have boldness and confidence that comes from strong 
conviction in God’s Word.39 Where the word is clear, we can be bold and 
confident. When eternal life and death are at stake, we do not back down. 
The gospel is of utmost importance, and we live and die for it. But our 
confidence should always be in proportion to the clarity and priority of truths 
in the word. 

IX 
Conclusion 

Pastors, ministry is not about us. We do not have all the answers. We do not 
have all the wisdom. We can be corrected when shown where we are wrong 
from Scripture. We should not want people to simply trust us, but to live 
principled lives of integrity with confidence in the Word. Our goal is to 
encourage confidence in God’s Word so people can live joyfully and freely 
by faith with a clear conscience. We want people to abide in Christ and his 
Word, and for their obedience to flow out of the fullness they have in him. 
We are mere clay pots that hold the glorious gospel and seek to point people 
to Christ in his word and the beauty of trusting him. “We have this treasure 
in earthen vessels, so that the surpassing greatness of the power will be of 
God and not from ourselves” (2 Cor 4:7). 
 
 

 

 
39See Albert Mohler, The Conviction to Lead (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2012), 21. 



 



 

The Necessity of Love in Pastoral Leadership 

Gregory Stoever* 

I 
Introduction 

Perhaps no text in Scripture more strikingly reveals the necessity of love 
among God’s people than 1 Corinthians 13:1–3.1 

If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, 
I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic 
powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I 
have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am 
nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be 
burned, but have not love, I gain nothing.2 

Paul’s point is that extraordinary spiritual gifts, knowledge, and works count 
for nothing if they are not exercised with love (which he goes on to describe 
in vv. 4–13). D.A. Carson refers to Paul’s reasoning here as “divine 
mathematics,” with the equation being, “five minus one equals zero.”3 The 
lesson is emphatic: love must be the central and defining reality in the lives 
of God’s people. Even the greatest of spiritual gifts, knowledge, and works 
are meaningless without love.   

Since love among all believers is the necessary “more excellent way” (1 
Cor 12:31), those called to pastor God’s people must uniquely excel in love. 
This is so because Christ’s shepherds are to be examples to the flock (1 Tim 
4:12; 1 Pet 5:3), just as Paul himself modeled pastoral love (2 Cor 5:14–15; 1 
Tim 1:5; 2 Tim 3:10–11). Thus, whatever else a pastor is, whatever spiritual 
gifts and knowledge he may possess, whatever good works he may do, every 
part of his life and ministry must be saturated by, and overflowing with, the 
holy love of the triune God. Love is a non-negotiable necessity in pastoral 
leadership. Charles Bridges exhorts,  

 
*Gregory Stoever is pastor-elder at River City Grace Community Church in 
Sacramento, California and professor of biblical exposition at The Cornerstone 
Bible College and Seminary in Vallejo, California.   
1Morris states, “But in the New Testament the most striking unqualified usage of 
the term love is probably Paul’s great treatment of it in 1 Corinthians 13.” Leon 
Morris, Testaments of Love: A Study of Love in the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1981), 239. 
2The Holy Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton, IL: Crossway 2016). 
3D.A. Carson, Showing the Spirit: A Theological Exposition of 1 Corinthians 12–14 (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1987), 60. 
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Love is the grand distinctive mark of our office. It exhibits 
salvation flowing from the bosom of Divine mercy. It sets forth a 
most tender Father, a bleeding Saviour, and a faithful Comforter; 
so that the spirit of every discourse should be—“God is love.” 
Thus therefore should we so cast ourselves into the mould of our 
commission, that we may infuse its very life and character 
throughout our Ministry.4   

This article will explore the necessity of love in pastoral leadership under five 
headings: (1) The source of pastoral love; (2) the nature of pastoral love; (3) 
the recipients of pastoral love; (4) the work of pastoral love; (5) and the 
cultivation of pastoral love.   

II 
The Source of Pastoral Love 

The triune God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—is the eternal and only 
source of love. John says explicitly in 1 John 4:7, “love is from God.” He 
alone is the source because he is the very substance of love, as John goes on 
to say in v. 8, “God is love.” Morris explains, “This means more than that 
God is loving; it means that love is of the essence of his being. God loves—
but not in an incidental or haphazard fashion. He loves because it is his nature 
to love, because it is his nature to give himself unceasingly in love.”5 The 
eternal fullness of God’s intra-trinitarian love is seen at the conclusion of 
Jesus’s prayer to his Father in John 17:24–26 (though he does not explicitly 
speak of the Holy Spirit, his presence is understood in view of Jesus’s earlier 
words in John 14:16–17, 26; 15:26–27; and 16:5–15). Jesus states in 17:24, 
“because you loved me before the foundation of the world.” Then in v. 26 
he refers again to “the love with which you have loved me.” Thus, Jonathan 
Edwards describes heaven as a world of love, saying, 

There, even in heaven, dwells the God from whom every stream 
of holy love, yea, every drop that is or ever was, proceeds. There 
dwell God the Father, God the Son, and God the Spirit, united as 
one in infinitely dear, incomprehensible, mutual, eternal 
love….There, in heaven, this infinite fountain of love—this eternal 
three in one—is set open without any obstacle to hinder access to 
it as it flows forever. There this glorious God is manifested and 
shines forth in full glory, in beams of love. And there this glorious 
fountain forever flows forth in streams, yea, in rivers of love and 

 
4Charles Bridges, The Christian Ministry: with An Inquiry into the Causes of its Inefficiency 
(1830; repr.; Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth, 2006), 333.  
5Morris, Testaments of Love, 136. 
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delight, and these rivers swell, as it were, to an ocean of love, in 
which the souls of the ransomed may bathe with the sweetest 
enjoyment, and their hearts, as it were, be deluged with love!6 

This fountain of love between the Father and the Son in the Spirit overflows 
in God’s works of creation, redemption, and providence. God’s love in 
creation and redemption is evident within the well-known words of John 
3:16, which encapsulates the whole biblical storyline, “For God so loved the 
world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not 
perish but have eternal life.” God’s love for the world did not begin with the 
sending of his Son, but was eternally present with his Son, through whom he 
created the world (John 1:1–3; Col 1:15–16).7 Thus, we can rightly say, for 
God so loved the world that he first created it, and then sent his Son to 
redeem it. John’s whole Gospel reveals the movement of God’s loving, 
redemptive mission in Jesus to the world, which also involves the church (cf. 
John 20:19–23). Andreas Köstenberger states, “At the heart of John’s ethic 
is a call to evangelistic mission that is grounded in God’s love for the world 
and undergirded by communal love and unity.”8  

God’s sovereign work in providence likewise flows from his holy love, as 
Paul proclaims (with rich trinitarian language) in Romans 8:18–39. The 
comfort and hope that believers possess amid their earthly sufferings is the 
assurance that “all things work together for good” (v. 28), and that absolutely 
nothing in heaven or on earth “will be able to separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (v. 39). Such confidence in God’s eternally 
secure love enables believers to delight in his often mysterious and difficult 
providences.9      

The most stunning feature of God’s immeasurable love, revealed 
throughout Scripture after mankind’s willful fall in Genesis 3, is that he pours 

 
6Jonathan Edwards, Heaven is a World of Love, The Crossway Short Classic Series 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020), 36–38. 
7Michael Reeves states, “The Father loved him before the creation of the world, 
and the reason the Father sends him is so that the Father’s love for him might be in 
others also. That is why the Son goes out from the Father, both in creation and 
salvation: that the love of the Father for the Son might be shared.” Michael Reeves, 
Delighting in the Trinity: An Introduction to the Christian Faith (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 2012), 44. 
8Andreas J. Köstenberger, A Theology of John’s Gospel and Letters: The Word, the Christ, 
the Son of God, Biblical Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2009), 514. 
9Reeves notes, “Only when we see that God rules his creation as a kind and loving 
Father (italics in original) that we will be moved to delight in his providence. We 
might acknowledge that the rule of some heavenly policeman was just, but we 
could never take delight in the tender care of a father” (Reeves, Delighting in the 
Trinity, 24). 
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out his love upon sinners who deserve his wrath. This wonder of God’s love 
is displayed most fully at the cross. Paul declares in Romans 5:8, “But God 
shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” 
Similarly, John wrote in 1 John 4:10, “In this is love, not that we have loved 
God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.” 
Reflecting on God’s love displayed in Christ’s crucifixion, Morris observes, 
“It is not a love given to the worthy or to those God charitably assumes to 
be worthy; it is lavished on sinners. When we see man for what he is, the 
wrath of God for what it is, and the cross for what it is, then and only then 
do we see love for what it is.”10 

Because the triune God is the source and substance of love, Christians—
and for our purposes, pastors—can only know and manifest this love as they 
know and walk with God by faith in Christ.11 Again in 1 John 4, the beloved 
apostle says in v. 19 (echoing v. 10), “We love because he first loved us.” His 
point is that the holy love that must saturate and overflow from a pastor’s 
life and ministry is derivative from, dependent upon, and in response to 
God’s eternal love in Christ. Jesus’s new commandment to his disciples in 
John 13:34–35 makes this emphatic:12 “A new commandment I give to you, 
that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one 
another. By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have 
love for one another.” As pastors, and all Christians, are called to know and 
imitate Christ-like love, the biblical nature of this love must be fully 
understood.      

III 
The Nature of Pastoral Love 

Because the holy, triune God is the source and substance of love, “holy” is 
the most fundamental aspect of the nature of his love. Pastoral love must 
therefore be fundamentally holy.  “God is love” (1 John 4:8) can only be 
rightly understood alongside “God is light” (1 John 1:5). Stephen Smalley 
observes, “The declaration, ‘God is light’…is a penetrating description of the 
being and nature of God: it means that he is absolute in his glory (the physical 

 
10Morris, Testaments of Love, 131. 
11Morris affirms, “It cannot be emphasized too strongly or too often that the 
distinctive Christian understanding of love is based squarely on the proposition that 
‘God is love.’ It is in God and in God alone that we come to understand what love 
is.” Morris, Testaments of Love, 148. 
12Jesus’s new commandment is actually an old commandment (Lev 19:18), which 
Jesus had also earlier given to his men (Matt 22:39). But his commandment was 
“new” because it was newly exemplified in him, particularly in his sacrificial, 
substitutionary death. See Andreas J. Köstenberger, John, Baker Exegetical 
Commentary on NT (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), 423. 
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connotation of light), in his truth (the intellectual) and in his holiness (the 
moral).”13 God’s holiness, Jonathan Leeman rightly affirms, involves not only 
separation from sin, but also consecration to his glory.14 Because of this, 
God’s holiness and love are not separate parts of his being that “balance” 
each other. Rather, God’s holiness and love are inseparable realities of his 
fullness. Leeman explains, “What’s the relationship between holiness and 
love? We might say that God’s love is directed by God’s holiness. It is 
constrained by his holiness, as water is constrained by the pipe through which 
it flows. God’s love always and only moves toward holy ends.”15  

God’s holy, true love is thus distinguished from all worldly, false 
conceptions of love. Edwards explains,  

In its nature, this love is altogether holy and divine. Most of the 
love that there is in the world is of an unhallowed nature. But the 
love that has place in heaven is not carnal but spiritual. It does not 
proceed from corrupt principles or selfish motives, nor is it 
directed to mean and vile purposes and ends. As opposed to all 
this, it is a pure flame, directed by holy motives and aiming at no 
ends inconsistent with God’s glory and the happiness of the 
universe.16  

As Edwards notes, worldly love flows from corrupt principles and selfish 
motives. Morris likewise observes, “for many of us love has become a refined 
selfishness, a warm affection for those of whom we approve coupled with a 
hearty dislike of those of whom we disapprove.”17 In 1 John 2:15–17, John 
warns against this false, worldly love that has nothing to do with the love of 
God, “Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the 
world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world—the 
desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride of life—is not from 
the Father but is from the world.” Such worldly love pervades modern 
culture, ubiquitously present in music, literature, entertainment, social causes, 

 
13Stephen S. Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, vol. 51, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, TX: 
Word, Incorporated, 1984), 20. 
14Jonathan Leeman, The Rule of Love: How the Local Church Should Reflect God’s Love 
and Authority (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2018), 81. 
15Leeman, The Rule of Love, 81. 
16Edwards, Heaven is a World of Love, 50. Similarly, Sinclair Ferguson observes, “In a 
sense, ‘holiness’ is a way of describing love. To say that ‘God is love’ and that ‘God 
is holy’ ultimately is to point to the same reality. Holiness is the intensity of the love 
that flows within the very being of God, among and between each of the three 
persons of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” Sinclair Ferguson, Devoted to God: 
Blueprints for Sanctification (Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 2017), 2. 
17Morris, Testaments of Love, 2. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/wbc51?ref=Bible.1Jn1.5&off=5498&ctx=velation+of+truth).%0a~The+declaration%2c+%E2%80%9CGo
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politics, and education, among other arenas. And worldly ideas of love can 
often exist in the church. Thus, Morris goes on to warn, “We cannot assume 
that the way we use the word love [italics in original] in a modern western 
community is the way it is used in the Bible…we must guard against assuming 
that we know all about love, so that we make the Bible parrot our ideas.”18 

Leeman, interacting with Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 1850 classic novel, The 
Scarlet Letter, identifies four worldly assumptions about love.19 He argues that 
while these assumptions were nascent in Hawthorne’s time, they are foregone 
conclusions today. The first assumption is that no moral boundaries or 
judgments can be placed on love. Instead, love itself (worldly conceived) is 
the boundary. Therefore, anything (like endless forms of sexual deviation, 
gender alteration, lying, neglecting to discipline one’s children, etc.) can be 
justified if it is said to be loving or motivated by love.  

The second assumption is that love means unconditional acceptance and 
the end of judgment. This assumption is evident in the present transgender 
movement, with the appeal that people be loved and accepted whether they 
identify as male, female, or something in-between. The third assumption is 
that love and authority have nothing to do with one another. As Leeman says, 
“Authority restrains. Love Frees. Authority exploits. Love empowers. 
Authority steals life. Love saves life.”20 The fourth assumption, following 
logically from the first three, is that love is anti-institutional. This is the 
assumption that institutions—like a church—impose authority and rule 
structures on relationships that hurt them, rather than help them. Leeman’s 
point in noting these four false assumptions is to expose the world’s distorted 
understanding of love, authority, and God.21     

In stark contrast to such worldly assumptions about love, the true nature 
of God’s love, as we have seen, is that it is holy. And God’s holy love, 
overflowing from his eternal, triune life, is therefore life-giving. In creation, 
God blessed mankind with life, commanding Adam and Eve to be fruitful 
and multiply, thus reproducing life and stewarding God’s holy authority and 
love in dominion over creation (Gen 1:26–28). In redemption, God loves 
and blesses spiritually dead sinners with eternal life in Christ (John 3:16; 

 
18Morris, Testaments of Love, 3. 
19Leeman, The Rule of Love, 17–19. Leeman notes these assumptions in his book’s 
introduction, where he also explains his objective in writing: “The main goal of this 
book, then, is to refashion our views of God’s love and authority and their 
relationship together. I also have an ulterior goal: to suggest how the local church 
should embody these things.” (Leeman, The Rule of Love, 22). 
20Leeman, The Rule of Love, 18. 
21Leeman says, “The world presumes to understand love and authority, like it 
presumes to understand God. Yet is understands these things only in their fallen 
forms, not in their created or redeemed forms” (Leeman, The Rule of Love, 20).  
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20:30–31; Eph 1:3–2:10).22 Those who have been born of him, who have 
become his children through faith in Jesus Christ (John 1:12–13), are now to 
steward God’s holy, life-giving authority and love in serving others, with the 
aim of bringing them blessing and life in Christ.23 

As the nature of God’s love is holy and life-giving, it flows from him to 
undeserving sinners in rich and manifold ways. These include such blessings, 
among many, as his material provision, mercy, grace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, forgiveness, gentleness, faithfulness, and discipline (Exod 34:6–7; 
Ps 103:1–14; Acts 14:15–17; Heb 12:3–11). All these dimensions of God’s 
holy love come to the fullest expression in the self-sacrifice of the Lord Jesus 
at the cross (John 15:12–17; Rom 5:6–11; Phil 2:5–8). Because God’s holy 
love for sinners is expressed in so many multi-faceted ways, the New 
Testament gives great specificity to the various ways Christians are to express 
holy love to others, believers and unbelievers alike. Hence, we find detailed 
descriptions and exhortations for how Christians are to love others in 
passages like Luke 6:27–36; Rom 12:9–21; 1 Cor 13:4–8; Col 3:12–17; 1 Pet 
3:8–12; and 1 John 3:16–18 (to name a few). All these specific expressions of 
holy love, flowing from God, again have the aim of bringing blessing and life 
to others.      

Significantly, God has designed for his holy love in Christ to be displayed 
through the church.24 This is Jesus’s point in John 13:35, “By this all people 
will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” The 
presence of holy love among God’s people in a local church manifests the 
reality and glory of Jesus Christ to the world, even as believers are to likewise 
give verbal witness of the Lord Jesus to the world (John 15:26–27; Acts 1:8). 
These truths intensify the necessity of love in pastoral leadership. Leeman 
explains,  

 
22“Eternal life” in John’s Gospel, according to Richard Bauckham, means “the 
renewal of the whole life through participation in the divine life” (Richard 
Bauckham, Gospel of Glory: Major Themes in Johannine Theology [Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2015], 71). Thus, eternal life involves both duration and quality. As Bauckham goes 
on to say, eternal life is both “life beyond the reach of death,” and “life to the 
utmost in joyful fellowship with God.” (Bauckham, Gospel of Glory, 72–73).  
23The concept of stewardship is implied in Jesus’s love command in John 13:34–35, 
and explicit elsewhere in the New Testament (e.g. Matt 25:14–30; 1 Cor 4:1; 1 Pet 
4:8–11).  
24Klink states, “The plan of God had always been to share the love between the 
Father and the Son with the children of God and ultimately the world. The people 
of God are not only the recipients of the love of God but also become the 
expression of the love of God in the world” (Edward W. Klink III, John, 
Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the NT [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016], 
608. 
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This living, breathing, ordered collective called a church 
demonstrates love’s demands and authority’s blessings. By God’s 
design, the local church defines God’s love and authority for the 
world. And it’s both the relationships and the authority structures 
that do the work. In a biblical church, relationships and structures 
are inseparable, like a body and its skeleton, a game and its rules, a 
marriage and its vows. The love-defining life of a church depends 
specifically upon a structure we call a covenant, and is nourished 
through the oversight of elders or pastors.25 

The love-defining life of a church is indeed nourished through faithful 
pastoral oversight. Therefore, pastors must exemplify God’s holy love in 
fullest measure. This includes having a thorough recognition of who are to 
be the recipients of holy love.  

IV 
The Recipients of Pastoral Love 

In short, pastors (like all Christians) are called to love God and to love all 
people. Pastors must exemplify obedience to the greatest commandments of 
loving God with all their heart, soul, mind, and strength, and loving their 
neighbors as themselves (Mark 12:29–31). Jesus teaches here that to love 
God and love others sums up all the Law and the Prophets require (Matt 
22:37–40).26 Paul likewise explains in Roman 13:8–10 that “love is the 
fulfilling of the law.” 

Loving God, in response to his holy love (1 John 4:10, 19), must be every 
pastor’s highest and unchanging priority. In John 14:21, 23–24, Jesus 
emphatically connects love, for both him and his Father, with obedience. He 
says, 

Whoever has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who 
loves me. And he who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I 
will love him and manifest myself to him…If anyone loves me, he 
will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come 
to him and make our home with him. Whoever does not love me 
does not keep my words. And the word that you hear is not mine 
but the Father’s who sent me. 

Later in John 21:15–17, as Jesus restores Peter following the apostle’s three-
fold denial of him, three times Jesus asks him, “Do you love me?” This 
loving, penetrating interrogation solidifies the priority for Peter—and for 

 
25Leeman, The Rule of Love, 21. 
26Morris, Testaments of Love, 39. 
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every pastor: active, sacrificial, and persevering love for Christ’s sheep begins 
with, and is sustained by, devoted love for the Chief Shepherd.27  

True love for God in Christ must, and will, be manifest in holy love for 
others. The core of John’s argument in 1 John 4:7–21 is that holy love for 
others is the essential and indispensable fruit of those who have been born 
of God. This means that genuine love for God is made evident only by 
genuine, holy love for others. Morris states, “We commend the gospel and 
the Lord who made the gospel possible not by some secret love that we say 
we have for God, but by what we do, by the open way in which we show 
love for our neighbor.”28  

Given this, pastors should be clear regarding the full range of people they 
are called to faithfully love. They must love everyone. Pastors must love their 
wives and their children, if applicable (Eph 5:25–6:4; 1 Tim 3:2–5). They must 
love the sheep Christ has entrusted to their care in the local church, including 
those they serve with in leadership (John 13:34–35; 21:15–17; 1 Thess 2:7–
12). They must love other Christians beyond their local church, including 
other pastors and leaders (even those with differing theological and 
philosophical convictions). They must love the lost and be active in praying 
for and evangelizing them (Matt 9:36–38; Rom 10:1; Col 4:5–6). And pastors 
must be faithful to love their enemies (Matt 5:43–48; Luke 6:27–36; 2 Tim 
2:24–26). Pastors, as examples for all Christians, are never to go “off the 
clock” in loving God and loving others. Every part of their life and ministry 
must be saturated by, and overflowing with, the holy love of the triune 
God—always, and toward everyone. This means hard, tedious, consuming 
work for a pastor, the topic to which we now turn.            

V 
The Work of Pastoral Love 

The work of pastoral love involves both general and specific activities. 
Generally, as revealed in John 13:1-17, 34–35, the work of pastoral love 
requires humble, sacrificial service aimed at advancing Christ’s spiritual 

 
27Matthew Henry insightfully says, “Christ has such a tender regard to his flock that 
he will not trust it with any but those that love him, and therefore will love all that 
are his for his sake. Those that do not truly love Christ will never truly love the 
souls of men, or will naturally care for their state as they should; nor will that 
minister love his work that does not love his Master. Nothing but the love of 
Christ will constrain ministers to go cheerfully through the difficulties and 
discouragements they meet with in their work, 2 Cor 5:13–14. But this love will 
make their work easy, and them in good earnest in it.” (Matthew Henry, Matthew 
Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged in One Volume 
[Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994], 2058). 
28Morris, Testaments of Love, 173. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/mhenry?ref=Bible.Jn21.15-19&off=5099&ctx=im%2c+Lovest+thou+me%3f+~Christ+has+such+a+te
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cleansing in people’s lives. Arguably, no parable of Jesus was more poignant 
for his disciples than when, with a “parable in action,”29 he washed their feet 
as they shared a final meal the night before his crucifixion (vv. 1–17).  

John introduces the episode in v. 1 by saying, “Now before the Feast of 
the Passover, when Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart out of this 
world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, he loved 
them to the end.”30 The phrase at the end of v. 1, says Köstenberger, 
“conveys the complete demonstration of Jesus’s love, which is symbolized 
by Jesus lowering himself to the status of a slave in the foot-washing and 
realized in his vicarious cross death.”31 Thus, the introduction of v. 1 
indicates that everything following in John’s Gospel—not only the foot-
washing, but Jesus’s farewell discourse in chapters 13–16, his prayer in 
chapter 17, his arrest, trial, and crucifixion in chapters 18–19, and his 
resurrection and post-resurrection ministry in chapters 20–21—is to be 
understood as the work of Jesus’s love for his own (love which overflows 
from the eternal love shared between him and his Father, see John 15:9; 
17:23–26).  

This has great significance for understanding the work of pastoral love, 
because twice in John 13 (vv. 14–15, and vv. 34–35) Jesus explicitly obligates 
his disciples to imitate his example.32 It should be noted that Jesus’s 
command of imitation is in the larger framework of his mission from the 
Father. Cornelis Bennema observes, “The mission of Jesus, to carry out the 

 
29Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans., 
1995), 544. 
30John 13:1 forms a significant inclusio with John 17:26. Mark Zhakevich observes, 
“The importance of love to the relationship between Jesus and his followers is 
observable by the inclusio in the discussion of this love in the Farewell Discourse 
(13:1; 17:26; emphasis in original)” (Mark Zhakevich, Follow Me: The Benefits of 
Discipleship in the Gospel of John [Lanham, MD: Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 
2021], 99). 
31Köstenberger, John, 402. John 15:13, “Greater love has no one than this, that 
someone lay down his life for his friends,” confirms Köstenberger’s observation, as 
Jesus will make concrete the greatness of his love by laying his life down for his 
friends. 
32In John 13:14–15, Jesus says, “If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed 
your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an 
example, that you also should do just as I have done to you.” Then soon after in v. 
34–35 he says, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another: just 
as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all people will know 
that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” (These commands are 
echoed and expanded on by Jesus in John 15:12–17.) 
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Father’s work, is the mimetic basis for the disciple’s mission to continue the 
divine work (17:18; 20:21).”33 

The general pastoral work of love as involving humility and sacrificial service, 
is thus dramatically exemplified by Jesus in washing his disciples’ feet. And 
the emphasis on such work being aimed at spiritual cleansing is made explicit 
through the dialogue between Jesus and Peter in vv. 6–11. Jesus’s foot-
washing anticipated his once-for-all, never-to-be-repeated substitutionary 
atonement, which secured spiritual cleansing for all who believe (Heb 7:27; 
9:11–14; 10:10). In this, no believer—including pastors—can ever imitate 
Jesus’s vicarious death. Moreover, Jesus is not commanding the literal 
washing of feet to be imitated.34 Rather, Jesus is commanding that his love 
be imitated with humble and sacrificial work aimed at furthering his cleansing 
purposes in people’s lives.35 Alexander Maclaren, skillfully summarizing the 
heart of what it means to imitate Jesus’s foot-washing example, says, 

The mystery of the Master-Servant, unapproachable as it is, has yet 
an imitable side; and in that most pathetic and wonderful incident 
Jesus sets forth the law for all His followers. That law is that dignity 
binds to service. If we are Christ’s, we must stoop to serve, and serve to 
cleanse (emphasis added). The noblest form of help is to help men 
to get rid of their sin. The highest glory of powers and gifts is to 
humble oneself for the lowest, and to be ready to be a slave, if we 
may wash any stained soul or bind any bleeding feet.36 

Within this general work of pastoral love, the New Testament reveals many 
specific ways pastors must lovingly labor. Alexander Strauch, in his helpful 

 
33Cornelis Bennema, Mimesis in the Johannine Literature, Library of New Testament 
Studies 498 (London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2017), 80. Bennema later 
elaborates, “the core attributes and activities that depict the Son–Father 
relationship (to give life, to give light, to show love, to speak truth, to bestow 
honour) inform and shape the believers’ identity and behaviour precisely through 
the Son–Father mimesis, and hence believers have a mimetic identity and behavior. 
In short, the Johannine concept of mimesis is fundamental to the divine family 
dynamics where Jesus imitates the Father and sets the example for believers to 
imitate” (169). 
34Bennema says, “I have suggested that it (mimesis) involves the creative, truthful, 
tangible articulation of the idea and attitude that lie behind the original act rather 
than its exact replication.” Bennema, Mimesis in the Johannine Literature, 104. 
35With his exhortation in Philippians 2:1–8, perhaps Paul had the event of Jesus 
washing his disciples’ feet in mind. 
36Alexander Maclaren, Bible Class Expositions: The Gospel of St. John (London: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 1904), 137. 
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book Leading with Love, discusses nine different works of a loving leader.37 
First, pastors must express love and affection.38 This should include 
expressions of gratitude and appreciation (Rom 16:1–16; Col 4:7–15), 
expressions of heartfelt love with terms of endearment like “beloved” (Phil 
1:7–8; 1 Thess 2:7–8; 1 John 3:2), and physical signs of affection (Rom 16:16; 
1 Pet 5:14). Says Strauch, “The church is not a business corporation, military 
institution, or government agency. It is the ‘household of God,’ so act 
accordingly.”39 

Second, pastors must practice hospitality (Rom 12:16; 1 Tim 3:2; Heb 
13:1–2; 1 Pet 4:9).40 Strauch elaborates on the ways pastoral hospitality 
creates loving community, aids teaching and discipleship, and promotes 
evangelism. 

Third, pastors must care for people’s needs (Job 30:25; Luke 10:30–37; 
Acts 20:34–35; 1 John 3:16–18).41 This includes compassionate care for the 
sick (James 5:13–18), compassionate care for widows, orphans (including 
elderly “senior orphans”), and shut-ins (1 Tim 5:3–16; James 1:27), and 
compassionate care for the poor and needy (Acts 4:34–35; 2 Cor 8–9). 

Fourth, pastors must labor in prayer (Matt 6:5–15; 9:36–38; Eph 1:15–23; 
3:14–21; Col 1:9–14; 4:12–13).42 Arguing that faithful intercessory prayer is 
an act of genuine love, which is indispensable in pastoral leadership, Strauch 
draws heavily from D.A. Carson’s excellent analysis of Paul’s prayers, Praying 
with Paul: A Call to Spiritual Reformation.43 

Fifth, pastors must feed hungry souls (Jer 3:15; Eph 4:11–12; 1 Tim 4:13–
16; 5:17–18; 2 Tim 2:15; 3:16–4:2).44 As Jesus faithfully loved and fed people 
the life-giving Word of God (John 6:63–69; 12:49–50), those he calls to care 
for his people must do the same (John 21:15–17).45 Strauch exhorts, 

 
37Alexander Strauch, Leading with Love (Littleton, CO: Lewis & Roth, 2006), 91–184. 
For each of the nine works he identifies, Strauch provides practical suggestions for 
how to get started in doing these works.  
38Strauch, Leading with Love, 91–98. 
39Strauch, Leading with Love, 97. 
40Strauch, Leading with Love, 99–105. 
41Strauch, Leading with Love, 107–15. 
42Strauch, Leading with Love, 117–24. 
43D.A Carson, Praying with Paul: A Call to Spiritual Reformation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2015).  
44Strauch, Leading with Love, 125–36. 
45Bridges observes, “Love is the life, power, soul, and spirit of pulpit eloquence; 
entreating rather than denouncing the character of our office; and it is the delivery 
of our Master’s message with the looks and language of his own manifested 
tenderness, that attracts and triumphs over the hearts of a willing people…the 
Christian Pastor, of all men in the world, should have an affectionate heart. When 
he preaches, it is the Shepherd in search of the strayed sheep; the father in pursuit 
of his lost child.” Bridges, The Christian Ministry, 337–38. 
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“Whether we are defending, proclaiming, instructing, or informally sharing 
divine truth with others, we must always wrap it in love. We must always 
‘speak the truth in love’ (Eph 4:15).”46 

Sixth, pastors must protect and reprove loved ones (Matt 16:21–23; Acts 
20:29–31; Gal 6:1–2; 2 Tim 2:24–26; Rev 3:19).47 Strauch explains how both 
Jesus and Paul lovingly confronted false teachers and rebuked believers, and 
he provides detailed counsel for how pastors should warn and rebuke with 
love. 

Seventh, pastors must lead the church in disciplining and restoring the 
wayward (Matt 18:15–20; 1 Cor 5:1–13; 2 Cor 2:5–11; Heb. 12:5-11; James 
5:19–20).48 Pastors cannot be passive or indifferent to the difficult, yet 
necessary work of church discipline and restoration. 

Eighth, pastors must manage conflict “a more excellent way” (1 Cor 1:10; 
12:31; Eph 4:1–3, 29–5:2; Phil 4:2–3; Col 3:12–14; 1 Pet 4:8).49 Recognizing 
that infighting and unresolved conflicts are one of Satan’s main strategies for 
keeping churches weak, Strauch gives detailed, biblical instructions for how 
and why pastors must lead in resolving conflicts with love.    

Ninth, and finally, pastors must obey Christ’s commands and teach others 
to obey (Matt 28:18–20; John 14:15, 21–24, 31; 1 John 5:1–3).50 Strauch’s 
point here is to explain that love and obedience are inseparable throughout 
Scripture. Therefore, love and obedience must be inseparable in pastoral 
leadership. Strauch concludes, “If we do not teach and model obedience, we 
will not teach and model Christian love. We cannot rightly talk about love 
without addressing obedience. Love can grow only if it is rooted in the soil 
of true obedience.”51 

Admittedly, Strauch’s overview of the work of pastoral love is not 
exhaustive, and one might quibble with some of his views.52 But his analysis 
rightly makes specific the consuming, rigorous, and never-ending work of 
pastoral love. In so doing, Strauch demonstrates that while pastoral work 
must center around the ministry of God’s word and prayer (Acts 6:1–7; 1 
Tim 4:13–15; 2 Tim 4:1–2), such work requires far more than only public 

 
46Strauch, Leading with Love, 131. 
47Strauch, Leading with Love, 137–50. 
48Strauch, Leading with Love, 151–64. 
49Strauch, Leading with Love, 165–74. 
50Strauch, Leading with Love, 175–84. 
51Strauch, Leading with Love, 184. 
52Many other specific parts of pastoral work could be identified, such as counseling, 
administration, visitation, letter-writing, mentoring, training, officiating weddings 
and funerals, crisis care, evangelism, missions, etc. Two ministries (among many) 
that are dedicated to providing a biblical vision and biblical resources for the full 
scope of pastoral work are “Practical Shepherding” 
(www.practicalshepherding.com), and “9Marks” (www.9marks.org).     
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preaching and teaching. Rather, the full work of pastoral love, both generally 
and specifically, demands comprehensive and constant devotion to, 
involvement with, and care for the souls of people. The work of pastoral 
love, in essence, is like the work of parental love. Paul exemplifies this in 1 
Thess 2:7–12 when he says, 

But we were gentle among you, like a nursing mother taking care 
of her own children. So, being affectionately desirous of you, we 
were ready to share with you not only the gospel of God but also 
our own selves, because you had become very dear to us. For you 
remember, brothers, our labor and toil: we worked night and day, 
that we might not be a burden to any of you, while we proclaimed 
to you the gospel of God. You are witnesses, and God also, how 
holy and righteous and blameless was our conduct toward you 
believers. For you know how, like a father with his children, we 
exhorted each one of you and encouraged you and charged you to 
walk in a manner worthy of God, who calls you into his own 
kingdom and glory.    

Such is the God-ordained work of pastoral love. If holy love is to be the 
consuming motive behind this work, how can pastors cultivate growth in this 
love?  

VI 
The Cultivation of Pastoral Love 

Pastoral love must be cultivated in two related directions. First, pastors must 
grow in their own experiential knowledge of, and assurance in, God’s 
immeasurable love in Christ.53 Second, pastors must grow in responding to 
God’s love by loving him and loving others with ever-increasing fervency. 

Regarding the first direction, D.A. Carson declares, “The love of God is 
not merely to be analyzed, understood, and adopted into holistic categories 
of integrated theological thought. It is to be received, to be absorbed, to be 
felt.”54 For example, the rich attention given to God’s love in Christ in John’s 
Gospel (John 3:16; 13:1, 34–35; 14:21; 15:12–17; 17:24–26), suggests that to 
have eternal life through faith in Christ is to “receive, absorb, and feel” the 

 
53God’s love in Christ is rightly described as “immeasurable,” in view of Paul’s 
prayer in Eph 3:18–19 for believers to, “have strength to comprehend with all the 
saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of 
Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of 
God.” See also Ps 103:11–12. 
54D. A. Carson, The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God (Wheaton, IL: Crossway 
Books, 2000), 80–81. 
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love of God. Paul testified about his experience of, and assurance in God’s 
love in Rom 8:18–39, while also exhorting believers to do the same. Despite 
“the sufferings of this present time” (v. 18), he was convinced that nothing 
in all creation “will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ 
Jesus our Lord” (v. 39). Also, in Galatians 2:20, he again testifies of his 
experiential assurance when he states, “I have been crucified with Christ. It 
is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in 
the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself 
for me.” Personal, felt confidence in God’s love in Christ is foundational to 
faithful pastoral leadership.55  

Pastors should cultivate experiential assurance in God’s love by regularly 
praying and meditating on God’s Word, especially texts that speak of God’s 
love in Christ (like many referenced in this article, and many others). The 
Book of Psalms is a rich training manual for cultivating deep assurance in 
God’s love through prayer. David and the other psalm writers take courage 
in God’s covenant love again and again, even within severe external 
circumstances and crushing internal guilt and fear (e.g. Pss 36; 40; 77; 86; 130; 
143). And pastors should remember that in love, God often uses trials and 
troubles—his loving discipline—to bring his people into greater faith, 
maturity, and felt confidence in his love (Heb 12:3–11).  

This first direction of cultivating pastoral love should then overflow into 
the second direction, namely, loving God and loving others with ever-
increasing fervency. We saw earlier that when John says, “We love because 
he first loved us” (1 John 4:19; cf. v. 10), his point is that the holy love that 
must saturate and overflow from a pastor (and every Christian) is derivative 
from, dependent upon, and in response to God’s holy love in Christ. Once 
again, prayer and meditating on God’s Word are central to the cultivation of 
greater love for God and love for others. Jesus both instructed and 
exemplified continual dependence on his Father through prayer (Matt 6:5–
15; 7:7–11; Mark 1:35; Luke 18:1–8; 22:39–46). Paul and the other New 
Testament writers did the same (2 Cor 1:8–11; Eph 6:18–20; Col 1:3–14; Heb 
4:14–16; 1 Pet 5:6–7).    

Significantly, the cultivation of pastoral love, in both directions, should 
occur in a local church context. Negatively, believers are warned in 

 
55Tozer observes, “To know that love is of God and to enter into the secret place 
leaning upon the arm of the Beloved—this and only this can cast out fear. Let a 
man become convinced that nothing can harm him and instantly for him all fear 
goes out of the universe. The nervous reflex, the natural revulsion to physical pain 
may be felt sometimes, but the deep torment of fear is gone forever. God is love 
and God is sovereign. His love disposes Him to desire our everlasting welfare and 
His sovereignty enables Him to secure it” (A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy 
[New York, NY: HarperCollins Publishers, 1961], 99). 
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Revelation 2:1-5 of how the Lord Jesus rebuked the Ephesian church because 
of their “loveless orthodoxy.”56 Despite their zeal for sound doctrine, their 
love for Christ had grown cold, and brotherly love for each other had died.57 
Positively, Pastor Jude exhorts believers in vv. 20–21 of his letter, amid the 
dangers of godless false teachers, “But you, beloved, building yourselves up 
in your most holy faith and praying in the Holy Spirit, keep yourselves in the 
love of God, waiting for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ that leads to 
eternal life.”58 The plural imperative command “keep yourselves in the love 
of God” is modified by three plural participles, “building… praying… and 
waiting.” This indicates the mutual responsibility believers have in a local 
church to contribute to each other’s spiritual growth—to “wash one 
another’s feet” (John 13:1–17). Jude’s exhortation likely assumes faithful 
pastoral leadership, with implications that the corporate life and worship of 
the church is to revolve around the revealed word of God, “the faith that was 
once for all delivered to the saints” (v. 3). As believers in local churches, 
following the biblical teaching and example of loving pastors, share together 
in building, praying, and waiting—as they help one another know, trust, and 
obey God’s word in Christ—they keep themselves in the love of God. (John 
15:9–10; Eph 3:14–5:21; 1 John 5:1–4). Pastors should lead and model this, 
even as they should benefit from the mutual ministry of the whole church 
body. 

We see here something of a “divine synergism” in God’s wise design. As 
pastors grow in their experience of, and assurance in, God’s immeasurable 
love in Christ—growth informed by God’s word and contributed to by the 
mutual, corporate life, love, and worship of the church body they serve—
they should simultaneously be growing in their zealous love for God and 
sacrificial love for others. Then, as their love for God and others grows, even 
amid the tensions, distresses, sufferings, griefs, sacrifices, and sorrows that 
such love will experience, the stronger the local church they serve will 
become in the fulness of God’s love (usually little-by-little). And this 
strengthening of love in the local church will have a ripple effect, multiplying 
benefits to the entire church body (including the pastors), and benefits to the 
lost world in which the local church is to bear powerful, vibrant witness of 
the Lord Jesus Christ. This divine synergism seems to be the very reality Paul 
describes in Eph 4:11–16 (in the context of the blessings of God’s 
immeasurable love in Christ revealed in Eph 1–3): 

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the 
 

56Robert L. Thomas, Revelation 1–7: An Exegetical Commentary, Wycliffe Exegetical 
Commentaries (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 1992), 125–55. 
57Thomas, Revelation 1–7, 139–40. 
58See Richard J. Bauckham, 2 Peter, Jude, vol. 50, Word Biblical Commentary 
(Dallas, TX: Word, Incorporated, 1983), 112–114. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/wbc50?ref=Bible.Jud20&off=7646
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shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of 
ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to 
the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to 
mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of 
Christ, so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by 
the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human 
cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. Rather, speaking the 
truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the 
head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and held 
together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part 
is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up 
in love.    

VII 
Conclusion 

Every part of a pastor’s life and ministry must be saturated by, and 
overflowing with, the love of the triune God. Love is a non-negotiable 
necessity in pastoral leadership. This article examined this necessity under 
five headings. First, the source of pastoral love was seen to be the eternal, 
triune God. Second, the nature of pastoral love was identified as being 
fundamentally holy. Third, the recipients of pastoral love were shown to be 
God and all people. Fourth, the work of pastoral love was explained as 
involving both general and specific activities. Finally, the cultivation of 
pastoral love was described as moving in two related directions: a pastor’s 
growth in personal assurance of God’s love, and growth in loving God and 
others in response. 

One shepherd who exemplified holy love in pastoral leadership, 
powerfully impacting his local church and beyond, was Robert C. Chapman 
(1803–1902) from Barnstaple, England.59 (Chapman was a contemporary and 
friend of George Mueller from Bristol, about 100 miles away.) For nearly 
seventy years Chapman pastored a church in Barnstaple, which was small and 
filled with pride, contention, and struggles when he arrived. Early on, when 
some scorned his preaching skills, Chapman resolved, “There are many who 
preach, but not so many who live Christ. My aim shall be to live Christ.”60 
With Chapman’s loving leadership over time, notes Strauch, “The church 

 
59For a longer biography of Chapman, see Robert L. Peterson, Robert Chapman 
(Littleton, CO: Lewis & Roth Publishers, 1995). For a shorter sketch of Chapman’s 
life highlighting his pastoral love, see Robert L. Peterson and Alexander Strauch, 
Agape Leadership: Lessons in Spiritual Leadership from the Life of R. C. Chapman 
(Littleton, CO: Lewis & Roth Publishers, 1991). 
60“Chapman, Robert Cleaver Bio,” Plymouth Brethren Writings, accessed May 15, 
2024, https://plymouthbrethren.org/article/63. 
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eventually became a large, harmonious church. It was known throughout 
England for its love, missionary outreach, and compassionate ministries to 
the poor.”61 Strauch further adds, “When Robert Chapman came, he 
breathed the life-breath of love into the church. It soon radiated with love 
for Christ, love for one another, love for the truth of the gospel, and love for 
the lost. It became a university of love.”62 Such was the God-exalting impact 
of a man who embraced and embodied the necessity of holy love in pastoral 
leadership. May the same be true for all of Christ’s under-shepherds. Soli Deo 
Gloria.  

 

 
61Strauch, Leading with Love, 19. 
62Strauch, Leading with Love, 20. 



 

The Indicative / Imperative Construct as a  
Pastoral Tool for Spiritual Formation 

Chris Oliveri* 

I 
Who Do You Think You Are? 

When someone experiences an “identity crisis,” it is understood that he or 
she has a distorted sense of who they really are. This condition displays itself 
in the daily lives of those it overtakes. It can be seen in the middle-aged man 
driving around in his neon green exotic sports car, wearing hipster skinny 
jeans to his weekly testosterone infusion session. He will do anything to feel 
young again. Or it might be the middle-school girl who is willing to put her 
conscience on hold, if just for a time, in order to receive the acceptance she 
so deeply craves from her peer group. In either case it is clear: a distorted 
understanding of identity leads to distorted thinking, distorted actions, and 
distorted lives.  

In the same way, a distorted understanding of the gospel leads to distorted 
Christian lives. This is particularly true when dealing with what the gospel 
says about a believer’s identity in Christ. We are told repeatedly in the New 
Testament that all who come to Jesus by faith are placed in union with Christ 
(Rom 6:4–8, 11, 23; 1 Cor 1:30, 15:22; Eph 1:3–4, 7, 9–10, 12–13). This union 
forms a vitally important aspect of the gospel that must be grasped by every 
believer. Known as the Indicative / Imperative Construct, it is found 
throughout the New Testament where the recipients are told who they are in 
Christ (indicative) and then exhorted in light of that truth to live in a God-
honoring way (imperative). This pattern highlights the reality that obedience 
is carried out by the Christian, not to obtain God’s acceptance, but because 
they are already accepted by God (Rom 3:21; 5:1; 12:1ff). The Indicative / 
Imperative Construct is a fundamental structure within the gospel. Seen 
especially in the writings of Paul, this framework forms and links key 
elements of the Christian life. To live outside of this framework is to neglect 
the radical reality of union with Christ and how it shapes who we are and 
how we live. Spiritual calamity awaits all who disregard the shape of the 
gospel as indicative and imperative.  

 

 
*Chris Oliveri is senior pastor at Clayton Valley Church in Concord, California and 
professor of pastoral training at The Cornerstone Bible College and Seminary in 
Vallejo, California.   
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II 
A Pastoral Problem 

The primary task of a genuine shepherd is to feed God’s people His Word 
(Jer 3:15; John 21:15–17; Acts 20:25–31). What are the sheep to be fed? The 
gospel (Rom 1:15). This gospel does not merely consist of initial truths about 
humanity’s dire need for salvation and Christ’s abundant provision of his life 
and death to purchase that salvation. It also includes the ongoing realities of 
what it means to live in Christ, to live out the gospel and to walk in the 
obedience of faith (Rom 1:5, 16:26).  

Over the past thirty years of pastoral ministry, I have been continually 
enamored with and refreshed by the gospel’s sanctifying work in the lives of 
God’s people. The Lord Jesus saves sinners and changes lives in amazing 
ways through this profound good news. And yet I have also frequently seen 
professing Christians hold an unclear understanding of how the Bible 
describes their identity in Christ. Even more concerning, many think very 
little about the Bible’s extensive teaching on union with Christ. It is a 
stunning reality that every believer is brought into vital connection with Jesus, 
in which we share and enjoy all the facets of the salvation he won. Union 
means we are connected to Christ in his life, death, and resurrection.1 New 
Testament writers frequently use the phrase, “in Christ” or “with Christ” to 
convey this essential concept. 

The Deception of Lesser Identities  
When a believer lacks a full and clear view of their identity in Christ, other 
lesser identities attempt to take its place. Over time these can become more 
significant in the mind of the confused believer than the unparalleled identity 
they have in Jesus. Some of these lesser identities can include race, gender, 
income, political affiliation, age, education, and others. For example, many of 
us find our primary identity in what we do. Perhaps someone becomes a 
successful investment broker. But what happens when the market shifts, do 
they go from being somebody to being no one? Their identity should not rest 
on the ever-shifting health of the stock market. As a follower of Jesus, they 
do not need to rest on that flimsy foundation.  

Certainly as a Christian they want to do their job well (1 Cor 10:31), but 
it must never become their functional identity. There are other areas of daily 
Christian living where this identity struggle appears. Some women in our 
churches may fear turning forty-five years old because of our culture’s 
obsession with physical appearance. The Bible teaches that physical beauty is 
as fleeting as the wind and all attempts to hold on to it are utterly futile (Prov 
31:30). Physical appearance is a brittle foundation for life. It can never last. It 

 
1G. K. Beale, Union with the Resurrected Christ: Eschatological New Creation and New 
Testament Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2023). 
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is critical we never rest our identity there. Sometimes parents easily slip into 
wrapping up their identity in their kids. This shows as they slowly and subtly 
become overly concerned with how their child appears before other people, 
especially at church. What begins as correcting a child for their growth can 
easily morph into correcting a child to appear to others as a competent 
parent. Other parents are lured into living vicariously through their kids, 
pressuring a son or daughter to become the athlete, scholar, musician, or 
popular kid they never became. The pastoral corrective to these varying 
spiritual identity distortions requires discernment. Is there anything 
inherently wrong with career success or fitness or parents encouraging kids 
towards spiritual and relational growth? No, pursued in a biblical way, each 
of these are gifts from God experienced for his glory (Eccl 5:18-20). But even 
good gifts can be used in a bad way when we contort them into resting places 
for our identity. Our identity must rest in Christ alone. 

III 
What is the Indicative / Imperative Construct? 

The Indicative / Imperative Construct (from here on referred to as “IIC”) 
shows itself in many of the writings of the apostle Paul especially in 
Ephesians (4:1ff.), Colossians (3:1ff.), and Romans (12:1ff.). As we examine 
Romans, Paul uses the first several chapters to describe believers in Christ as 
those who are beloved (1:7), redeemed (3:24), reconciled (5:1), chosen (8:33), 
and united with Christ (6:5–7, 8:38–39). The turning point in the book comes 
at the outset of chapter twelve as Paul moves to exhort and encourage 
believers to live their daily lives in light of these realities. He writes, 
“Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your 
bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual 
service of worship” (Rom 12:1). The first word “therefore” points back to all 
the apostle described earlier in the epistle. These Roman Christians have a 
new identity “in Christ” because of what God had done through Christ and 
based on this new identity they are called to obey. This new motive brings a 
liberating approach to living a God-centered, pleasing life. Rather than 
obeying God’s law as an attempt to secure God’s acceptance, the call of the 
gospel is to live a life pleasing to God because you have already been accepted 
through Christ. The IIC protects believers on two fronts. It protects them 
from legalism by clarifying the motive for obedience that flows from their union with 
Christ (Rom 5:1, 6:12–13, 12:1ff.). It protects them from licentiousness by 
acknowledging the radical transformation that comes from their union with Jesus 
(Col 4:6; Titus 3:5; Rom 6:4). Believers are commanded to consider ourselves 
dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus, because we in fact are dead to 
sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus (Rom 6:1–12). 
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Distortions of the Indicative / Imperative Construct 
There are two primary distortions that occur with this vital theological 
construct: (1) it can be ignored resulting in a licentious neglect of personal 
holiness; (2) or it can be inverted resulting in a legalistic pursuit of obedience 
in order to be accepted by God. The soteriological distinction of the IIC 
protects believers on both fronts. When it is firmly grasped, legalism is 
unmasked as an empty pursuit. Our new motive for obedience flows from 
our new identity. The believer obeys not to gain God’s acceptance, but 
because of the reality of his or her union with Christ (Rom 5:1, 6:12–13, 
12:1ff.). The IIC also protects from licentiousness by placing imperatives in 
their biblical framework. The believer can only carry out God’s commands 
because of the radical inner transformation that comes from union with Jesus 
(Rom 6:1–11). 

Parts and Sequence 
The IIC is a framework found in the apostle Paul’s writings whereby the 
believer’s status of union with Christ forms the foundation of their obedience 
to Christ. This construct has vital significance from two vantage points: its 
component parts and its sequence. Theologian William Dennison describes 
this further as he writes, “Paul’s ethical structure of the indicative and the 
imperative can be summarized by this statement: ‘Become what you are in 
Christ.’”2 In other words, a believer’s identity in Christ (indicative) leads to 
his or her obedience towards Christ (imperative). Dennison goes on to 
highlight the biblical relationship between the indicative to the imperative 
saying, 

A proper balance between the indicative and the imperative must 
always be maintained! The two are inseparable and irreversible. 
They are inseparable because the indicative without the imperative 
makes Paul and the believer a mystic. Also, the imperative without 
the indicative makes Paul and the believer a moralist. It is 
irreversible because the indicative is foundational for the 
imperative.3 

G. K. Beale also recognizes the IIC as a significant theological framework in 
the New Testament as he writes, 

It is this theological and anthropological outlook about the new 
man that Paul and other New Testament writers use as the 
rhetorical basis to exhort and encourage believers on to godliness. 

 
2William D. Dennison, “Indicative and Imperative: The Basic Structure of Pauline 
Ethics,” in Calvin Theological Journal 14 (1979): 72. 
3Dennison, Indicative and Imperative, 73. 
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Again and again, the indicative new creation (or resurrected status 
in Christ) is given as the foundation for believers being able to 
perform God’s commands.4 

Examples in Pauline Corpus 
The Pauline corpus contains many IIC structural frames. As mentioned 
earlier, the book of Romans features a key turning point in 12:1–21. 
Additionally, the structure of the book of Ephesians hinges on 4:1–32. In 
each of these epistles we find the apostle Paul beginning with the indicative, 
“While you were dead, God made you alive” (Eph 2:5), and then moving on 
to the imperative, now in light of this, “Walk in a manner worthy of your 
calling” (Eph 4:1ff). This repeated IIC structure leads us to two observations: 
(1) Paul does not simply give naked imperatives but instead places them 
purposefully within the context of the indicative. Who the believer is in Christ 
fuels his or her obedience to Christ. (2) Paul does not invert the order and 
call people to obedience to secure their standing before God. If Paul were to 
do this, the pattern would be reversed and perhaps renamed the Imperative 
/ Indicative Construct, but this would invert the New Testament sequence. 
The overarching pattern of the IIC forms a key structural component in 
many of Paul’s epistles such as Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, and 
Colossians. IIC is also found in some individual passages including Titus 2:14 
and Phil 2:12b–13. 

Foundational Articulations of the IIC 
A salient recognition of the indicative and imperative as a theological 
construct is found in Rudolf Bultmann’s 1924 essay, “The Problem Ethics in 
Paul.” Brian Rosner summarizes this notable contribution writing,  

Bultmann is correct to insist on the centrality of the indicative and 
the imperative, that what God has done is the basis of what 
justified believers must do. . . . The interrelation of the indicative 
and the imperative is indeed closely linked to the central themes of 
Pauline theology, including justification, faith, eschatology, 
Christology and especially the Spirit.5 

This concept is further developed in several robust examinations of the IIC 
in Pauline writings by Herman Ridderbos, John Murray, G.K. Beale and 
others. These works unpack the theological underpinnings of the Pauline 

 
4G. K. Beale, “The Inaugurated Eschatological Indicative and Imperative in 
Relation to Christian Living and Preaching.” Midwestern Journal of Theology 10, no. 1 
(2011): 29. 
5Brian S. Rosner, ed., Understanding Paul’s Ethics: Twentieth Century Approaches (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 19. 
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ethic. Important clarifications emerge from these writings about the structure 
of the IIC6, the framework it provides for Christian ethics,7 and how the 
“indicative” and “imperative” actually work together as a theological 
construct.8 

Centuries earlier, in 1520, Martin Luther alluded to the IIC in a small 
treatise entitled, “On Christian Liberty.” Composed as an explanation of the 
doctrine of justification by faith, his primary intended recipient was none 
other than Pope Leo X. Luther clearly articulates the distinction between the 
indicative and imperative elements of the gospel throughout the treatise. He 
puts forward the indicative beautifully when he writes,  

Lo! My God, without merit on my part, of His pure and free mercy, 
has given to me an unworthy, condemned and contemptible 
creature all the riches of justification and salvation in Christ so that 
I no longer am in want of anything except of faith to believe that 
this is so. For such a Father, then, who has overwhelmed me with 
these inestimable riches of His, why should I not freely, cheerfully 
and with my whole heart and from voluntary zeal do all that I know 
will be pleasing to Him and acceptable in His sight?9 

Salvation comes without merit by pure free mercy and grace from God. This 
is the motivation for living a life that pleases God. Luther skillfully describes 
the imperative saying,  

We do not then reject good works; nay, we embrace them and 
teach them in the highest degree. It is not on their own account 
that we condemn them, but on account of this impious addition to 
them and the perverse notion of seeking justification by them.10  

Notice the reformer’s clarification of the role of good works. They are vital 
to the “highest degree.” Yet he clearly declares it a perversion to seek to be 
justified by works. Seeking justification by works is to misuse the law because 
it was given to us to reveal God’s character, to show us how to live and 
flourish unto him and to “become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we 
may be justified by faith” (Gal 3:24). These gospel clarifications show the 

 
6Herman Ridderbos Paul: An Outline of His Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1997), 255. 
7Beale, “The Inaugurated,” 17. 
8John Murray, Principles of Conduct (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957), 205-6. 
9Martin Luther, The Ninety-Five Theses, On Christian Liberty, and Address to the Christian 
Nobility. trans. R.S. Grignon and C. A. Buchheim (Overland Park, KS: 
Digireads.com, 2019), loc. 805. 
10Luther, The Ninety-Five, loc. 747. 
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necessity of the imperative as the logical and functional consequence of the 
indicative. Luther understood these foundational elements of the gospel, in 
the proper order as later expressed by the IIC, as critical for grasping the true 
nature of salvation. 

IV 
Theological Support for the IIC 

The IIC and the Structure of Salvation 
The IIC constitutes a fundamental structure within the gospel. As pastors 
entrusted with the good news of Jesus, we dare not tamper with this structure. 
When one of its two components is ignored, or when their biblical sequence 
is inverted, believers can unwittingly fall into licentiousness or legalism. In light 
of these dangers, it is vital pastors recognize the critical nature of the IIC as 
a framework for grasping and applying the gospel. Several theological 
contributions highlight how the IIC clarifies the shape of the gospel. 

Herman Ridderbos, in his classic Paul: An Outline of His Theology, begins 
his exploration of the IIC by showing the limitations of the Law. The Law 
cannot give anyone righteousness that makes him or her acceptable to God 
(Gal 3:21). This is what the apostle Paul refers to as “the scandal of the cross” 
(Gal 5:11). He describes this scandal when he writes, “The cross deprives 
man of his own righteousness. The scandelon of the cross therefore ought to 
be maintained, and one may not meet halfway the man who is offended at it 
by permitting him after all to provide in part for his righteousness 
(circumcision in Gal 5:11).”11 A second limitation of the Law is it cannot 
break the power of sin or overcome “the flesh” so that sin no longer reigns 
in our mortal body (Rom 6:12). The Scriptures explicitly declare spiritually 
bankrupt all, “who in the conflict with sin chooses to seek his strength in the 
Law (and not the Spirit; 7:6; 8:2).”12 

The Gift of New Life 
As the only alternative to gaining righteousness through the Law, Ridderbos 
brings the believer to Paul’s crucial teaching on union with Christ in Romans 
6. Here the apostle Paul proclaims all who come to Christ by faith have been 
united with Christ in his death and resurrection (Rom 6:1–7). As those who 
have died, we are free from sin. Notice Paul is not saying put sin to death (cf. 
Rom 8:13). Rather he is saying you are already dead to sin in Christ, and as a 
result, you are raised with him. Ridderbos elaborates saying,  

 
11Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1997), 142. 
12Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline, 143. 
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The new life means a radical transformation, a passing over from 
a condition of death and slavery into one of life and liberty, which 
on this account is not to be explained from human effort and moral 
strength, but only from the creative command of God, no less 
mighty than the word with which He once called forth light out of 
the darkness (2 Cor 4:6).13 

This new life given by the omnipotent Creator does not sit dormant in us, 
instead it animates a new movement forward in growing obedience. This 
pattern of new life leading to spiritual growth is the Bible’s ongoing 
description of progressive sanctification.  

The Power Source 
This obedience is not something that springs from a believer’s own power. 
Ridderbos clarifies,  

The whole new life (indicative) is qualified by it as the answer in 
purity (imperative) to the gracious election of God, as the 
dedication of oneself to God….the ground and origin of this 
obedience is designated nowhere more clearly than here in the free, 
electing grace of God.14  

This does not mean a hassle-free life of sinless perfection for the Christian. 
No, instead as Ridderbos describes, the believer is now thrust into “a 
situation of conflict” between indwelling sin and the new life given in Christ. 
This battle requires “unremitting watchfulness” that will result in growing 
victory as the believer walks under the control of the Holy Spirit.15. Here we 
see structural foundations within the gospel cemented together by the close 
connection between indicative and imperative. Believers stand and live united 
with Christ in death and resurrection (indicative) leading to ongoing growth 
in holiness (imperative). According to Paul, the former inexorably leads to 
the latter (Eph 2:5, 10). The latter finds its foundation in the former (Col 3:1–
12). Both are inextricably connected in the genuine Christian’s life (Phil 
2:12b–13). 

The IIC and Union with Christ 
Richard Gaffin wonderfully defines union with Christ as he writes, “The 
expression union with Christ refers the believer’s solidarity or association 
with Christ, by the Holy Spirit and through faith, by virtue of which believers 

 
13Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline, 224. 
14Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline, 264-65. 
15Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline, 270. 
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partake of his saving benefits.”16 This important theological designation 
clarifies the believer’s intimate spiritual connection with Christ (Rom 6:3–11). 
Union with Christ highlights how each believer shares in what Christ has 
accomplished from his death and burial to his resurrection and ascension to 
glory.17 Though neglected by many evangelicals today, the Scriptures present 
union with Christ as a key provision in combatting indwelling sin. It is brought 
forward repeatedly in the Pauline epistles as a potent gospel weapon against 
both the paralyzing burden of legalism and the numbing apathy of 
licentiousness. The scope and impact of union with Christ must not be 
underestimated. As John Murray summarizes, 

Union with Christ is a very inclusive subject. It embraces the wide 
span of salvation from its ultimate source in the eternal election of 
God to its final fruition in the glorification of the elect. It is not 
simply a phase of the application of redemption; it underlies every 
aspect of redemption both in its accomplishment and in its 
application.18 

Paul frequently depicts union with Christ as the fuel by which we are enabled 
to live our daily lives “dead to sin but alive to God” (Rom 6:11). But how 
does this work? In Romans 6:11, the apostle Paul vividly describes this 
dynamic and gives Christians the very first direct imperative verb in the whole 
book of Romans. Surprisingly, that verb is simply “consider.” What are we 
to consider? That we are dead to sin (already done) and alive to God (already 
done). How does this come about? “In Christ Jesus.” The stunning 
declaration of Romans 6 is this: we are already in him and already have the 
many benefits that come from this new status.19 Notice Paul is not saying, as 
he does in other passages, “Put sin to death” (Col. 3:5). Here he says you are 
already dead to sin.  Martyn Lloyd-Jones describes how the believer comes 
into this new state, “This—my death to sin and being alive to God—is 
something that has been accomplished for me by the Lord Jesus Christ.”20 

 

 
16Richard Gaffin, “Union with Christ,” The Gospel Coalition, June 24, 2021. 
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/union-with-christ/.2010. 
17Sinclair Ferguson, The Holy Spirit (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1996), 52. 
18John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1955), 175. 
19For an excellent treatment of the believers’ new status in Christ see Constantine 
Campbell Paul and Union with Christ: An Exegetical and Theological Study, 127–31. 
20D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Romans: Exposition of Chapter 6—The New Man 
(Edinburgh, UK: The Banner of Truth, 1972), 118. 
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Union and Communion with Christ 
Rooted in union with Christ and empowered by the indwelling Spirit, the 
believer can live a life in of communion with Christ, growing each day to become 
more like Jesus (2 Cor 3:18). Union and communion with Christ are 
theologically connected, but they are not identical. Union with Christ is an 
irrevocable work of the Holy Spirit which cannot be weakened by anything. 
Communion with Christ can be hindered by our sin and our lack of zeal for 
God. Kevin DeYoung uses the following analogy, “You cannot be more or 
less married (union), but you can have a weaker [or stronger] marriage 
(communion)”21 Within the IIC framework union with Christ falls under the 
indicative while communion with Christ the imperative. Communion with Christ 
consists of grace empowered, zeal saturated effort to honor Christ. DeYoung 
describes the ongoing nature of communion saying, 

As our communion deepens, we enjoy sweeter fellowship and 
interchange with him. We grow in knowledge of him and affection 
for him, and we experience more richly his love and affection for 
us. And most crucially (for our purposes), as we deepen our 
communion with Christ-seeing and savoring his grace more and 
more each day-we also obey Christ more fully and more freely.22 

As we apply these truths, we find that union with Christ leads to communion with 
Christ. This can be seen in the following illustration. 

 
21Kevin DeYoung, The Hole in Our Holiness: Filling the Gap between Gospel Passion and 
the Pursuit of Godliness. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 124. 
22DeYoung, The Hole in Our Holiness, 125. 
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Figure 1. Union with Christ and Communion with Christ 

Union with Christ results in communion with Christ leading to ongoing zeal 
and fruit in the life of the believer. When rightly understood and applied, 
union with Christ frames each believer’s walk of faith with great hope. 
Murray elaborates,  

What is it that binds past and present and future together in the 
life of faith and in the hope of glory? Why does the believer 
entertain the thought of God’s determinate counsel with such joy? 
Why can he have patience in the perplexities and adversities of the 
present? Why can he have confident assurance with reference to 
the future and rejoice in hope of the glory of God? It is because he 
cannot think of past, present, or future apart from union with 
Christ.23 

The IIC and the Agency of the Holy Spirit 
In his classic work, Keep in Step with the Spirit, J. I. Packer gives an insightful 
treatment of the Holy Spirit’s work in salvation. How have we been placed 
in union with Christ? (indicative) And where do we get the power to carry 
out obedience to God’s commands? (imperative) Both of these things are 
brought about by the work of God the Holy Spirit. As Packer puts it,  

Getting God in focus means thinking correctly about his character, 
his sovereignty, his salvation, his love, his Son, his Spirit, and all 
the realities of his work and ways; it also means thinking rightly 
about our own relationship to him as creatures either under sin or 
under grace, either living the responsive life of faith, hope, and love 
or living unresponsively, in barrenness and gloom of heart.24 

This can only happen by the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer. 
He is the one who brought us to life in Jesus. He unites us to Christ in his 
baptism (Rom 6:3). The Bible is his Word (2 Tim 3:16). He opens our eyes 
to understand it. He convicts us and encourages us by it. Even as God the 
Spirit raised Jesus from the dead, so too does he empower us to live in a 
manner worthy of our calling (Rom 8:11; Eph 4:1–6).  

Packer also takes time to deal with various theological approaches to 
holiness that have been popular over the ages from Augustinian and 
Wesleyan traditions to Keswick teaching. In each he gives an overview and 
then shares strengths and weaknesses. His treatment of Keswick doctrine 

 
23Murray, Redemption Accomplished, 174. 
24J. I. Packer, Keep in Step with the Spirit: Finding Fullness in Our Walk with God. 2nd ed. 
(Nottingham, UK: InterVarsity Press, 2005), loc. 249. 
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concludes with some serious warnings. Their teaching on absolute victory 
over all known sin contradicts both the testimony of Scripture (1 John 1:8–
10; Gal 5:17; Rom 7:14–25) and the believer’s daily experience. Some of these 
issues come about by tendencies towards performance-based religion. From 
the vantage point of the IIC, these errors are the result of inverting the 
indicative and imperative. For many who propagated these errors, the goal 
was to live in total victory over sin to gain God’s acceptance. Those who 
embrace this error embrace a distorted gospel. 

In light of the IIC, Packer makes an important clarifying contribution. 
The process of growing in holiness is something that is never completed on 
this side of heaven. Sanctification is a life-long process. We cannot in any way 
carry out God’s commands without the power of the indwelling Spirit. 
Instead, sanctification comes from the Holy Spirit’s overwhelmingly 
beautiful, potent, and necessary work in connecting the indicative and 
imperative, creating the former to compel the latter in the life of the Christian 
(Gal 5:25). Of special significance is the way the Spirit places believers into 
union with Christ, which encompasses every aspect of salvation. Without the 
Holy Spirit, and his regenerating might, the believer would never experience 
his or her vital new status of union with Christ (Eph 1:13; 1 Cor 12:13).  

The IIC and Justification 
The biblical term “justification” comes from the vocabulary of the first 
century courtroom. Douglas Moo clarifies,  

It is now generally agreed, then, that dikaioō in Paul means not 
“make righteous” but “declare righteous,” or “acquit,” on the 
analogy of the verdict pronounced by a judge. To justify signifies, 
according to forensic usage, to acquit a guilty one and declare him 
or her righteous.25 

In first-century life, if a person’s trial concluded with an acquittal, they were 
said to be “justified.” Wayne Grudem defines justification as “an 
instantaneous legal act of God in which he (1) thinks of our sins as forgiven 
and Christ’s righteousness as belonging to us, and (2) declares us to be 
righteous in his sight.”26 Understanding the IIC clarifies the believer’s 
standing before God as based solely on their justified status, not their 
performance (Rom 3:24; 5:1; 8:33). When viewed within the IIC, justification 
operates in the realm of the indicative. A believer’s motive and power for 
obedience cannot stem from a misguided aspiration to earn acceptance 

 
25Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans. NICNT. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1996), 86. 
26Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 723; italics 
in the original have been removed in the above quote. 
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before God. No, instead each believer’s justified status compels a new kind 
of obedience. 

In his 1912 essay, “The Eschatological Aspect of the Pauline Conception 
of the Spirit,” theologian Geerhardus Vos highlights the connection between 
the Spirit and righteousness in the believer when he writes, “The gift of the 
Holy Spirit proves the connecting link between justification [indicative] and 
renewal [imperative], being the effect of the former and the source of the 
latter.”27 It is noteworthy that Vos draws our attention to 1 Corinthians 6:11, 
where Paul, after listing unbroken patterns of iniquity in the lives of the 
unsaved, joyfully declares to the Corinthian believers, “Such were some of 
you; but you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in 
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor 6:11). 
The syntax of this passage brings us face to face with an astounding truth. 
All three celebrated actions of salvation—washing, sanctifying and 
justifying—are accomplished by the Lord Jesus and the Holy Spirit. Here we 
find that whereas Jesus earns our justification, it is the Holy Spirit who applies 
it to our lives. The Spirit accomplishes this application of justification when 
he brings about our union with Jesus (Rom 6:6; Gal 2:20–21).  

On a pastoral level, this connection of justification with the indicative is 
immensely helpful. Motives matter both to Jesus (Matt 15:18–20) and to 
pastors who seek to faithfully shepherd in his name (Eph 6:6). The believer’s 
motivation to obey God must never aim to earn their standing before God 
because it has already been given to them in Christ (Rom 3:28). Instead, the 
pursuit of obedience is motivated by joyful, loving, gratitude because of the 
believer’s firm, justified standing before God (Col 3:3–5). Biblical, faithful 
pastoral ministry will constantly preach, counsel and care in light of these 
wonderful truths. Bringing out, clarifying, and reminding believers of their 
justified status before God remains a significant and challenging endeavor 
for pastors. Without pastoral clarity here, believers can seek to accomplish 
many right things for all the wrong reasons. 

The IIC and Sanctification 
The believer’s gradual growth in Christlikeness and daily battle against 
indwelling sin falls under the theological heading of sanctification. In the 
Scriptures we are repeatedly commanded to obey God (John 14:15; Eph 
4:17–24). This is understood by most Christians. But often there is less 
understanding about why we should follow Christ’s commands. The IIC 
shows both the necessity of sanctification and the power that enables it. 

 
27 Geerhardus Vos, “The Eschatological Aspect of the Pauline Conception of the 
Spirit,” in Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus 
Vos, ed. Richard B. Gaffin Jr. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing Company 2001), 
110. 
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Clearly, if Paul gives imperatives within the context of the believer’s union 
with Christ, it must mean there is a connection between the call to obedience 
and the reality of that union with Jesus. This is well summarized by G. K. 
Beale as he writes, “Again and again, the indicative new creation (or 
resurrected status in Christ) is given as the foundation for believers being able 
to perform God’s commands.”28 As noted earlier, the Holy Spirit himself 
both applies the benefits of justification and enables sanctification. He 
regenerates every believer so that the status of new life (indicative) results in 
a walk of new life (imperative). Sinclair Ferguson responds to the question, 
“What enables believers to deal with sin?” as he writes, 

Paul roots his answer in the fact that those who have been baptized 
into Christ are united to him in such a way that they share in his 
death, burial, resurrection, ascension and ultimate glorification. 
This new identity in union with Christ is the groundwork that the 
Spirit lays for adequately dealing with the continuing presence of 
sin. On the basis of it, believers are to put off the characteristics of 
the old man and put on the characteristics of the new (Col 
3:10)....The fact of union with Christ in his death to sin and new 
life to God is the foundation for growth in holiness; the knowledge 
of it provides the motivation.29 

A Pattern from Colossians: Corrective Opposites 
In the book of Colossians the apostle Paul calls believers to realize that their 
new life in Christ compels a new quest (Col 3:1–4). This new quest will 
require a new wardrobe (Col 3:5–15). As with any change of clothing, it is 
necessary to remove the old to put on the new. With this vivid imagery the 
apostle gives five commands of things to change out of (Col 3:8) and things 
to change into (Col 3:12). Several observations lead to the conclusion that 
verses 8 and 12 form a contrasting couplet: (1) Both share the exact same 
verb tense (aorist, middle, imperative, third person, plural). (2) Both verses 
list 5 qualities. (3) Both verses begin with three inner attitudes and conclude 
with two expressions of those attitudes. (4) Both use clothing imagery. This 
couplet provides key out workings of the believer’s new identity in Christ that 
are both practical and profound (Col 1:27, 2:9–15). They are practical because 
each operate in the realm of everyday life. They are profound because we do 
not often see these pairings as corrective opposites. For example, consider 
Paul’s urging believers to put off anger and put on compassion. A question 
that arises is, “Is compassion usually something I consider as the opposite of 

 
28G. K. Beale, “The Inaugurated Eschatological Indicative and Imperative in 
Relation to Christian Living and Preaching,” in Midwestern. Journal of Theology, 10, no. 
(2011): 29.   
29 Sinclair Ferguson, The Holy Spirit (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1996), 152. 
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anger?” Most would likely respond “no.” Yet after working through this 
passage it becomes clear, cultivating a heart of compassion is the exact 
remedy for anger in the heart of the believer. These considerations can be 
encapsulated into one concise principle: compassion nullifies anger. 
Figure 2. Put off Anger / Put on Compassion 

From the deep reservoir of union with Christ, each of the commands to put off 
and put on through the rest of the passage continue to uncover principles for 
daily Christian life represented in the following illustrations. 
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Figure 3. Put off Malice / Put on Humility 

The idea of humility was not considered a noble virtue in first-century Rome. 
The term communicated weakness. Yet Jesus breaks the mold, claiming this 
characteristic for himself (Matt 11:29), demonstrating humility as an action 
of great strength. When believers emulate Jesus by putting on humility it 
obliterates the power of malice. 
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We find the same dynamic of union with Christ expressed in daily life as 
believers lay aside abusive speech. They slough off this old garment as they 
put on patience. The term patience depicts someone who experiences 
ongoing provocation, injustice, or terrifying circumstances yet endures with 
hope in God (Psalms 42 and 43). Union with Christ places the believer in an 
entirely new realm where the oxygen for abusive speech is taken out of the 
room; patience suffocates abusive speech. 

 
Figure 4. Put off Abusive Speech / Put on Patience 

Notice the center of each diagram conveys the critical importance of the 
believer’s union with Christ (see Titus 3:5–7). Without this vital connection 
with Jesus, brought about by the Spirit, not one of these imperatives could 
be meaningfully carried out. In other words, without union with Christ 
enacted by the Holy Spirit, both the status of justification and the progress 
of sanctification are impossible. 

V 
Pastoral Considerations of the IIC 

The Dangers of Mishandling the IIC 
The spiritual consequences of misunderstanding the IIC are devastating. As 
already stated above, distorted thinking about Christian identity (indicative) 
leads to a distorted daily Christian walk (imperative). When the IIC becomes 
fuzzy in the believer’s mind, he or she loses sight of their vital connection 
with Jesus (Eph 1:3–14). As a result, they fail to grasp how to navigate the 
world he has placed them in. The free and open access they have to God in 
Christ becomes less pronounced and less real to them. Their identity in Christ 
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is treasured less, and thus, their obedience to Christ fades. As they continue 
down this befuddled path, they are frequently sidetracked and seduced by 
lesser identities such as career, education, income, political affiliation, 
national origin, or appearance. For example, perhaps a Christian establishes 
an exceptionally successful real estate career. She has worked hard and sold 
a lot of homes. But suddenly, the market turns sour. With her sales rate 
plummeting, is she now instantly insignificant? No. Is she less valued or does 
she have less purpose than she had before? No. But she may certainly feel 
like it. What is her way forward? She must recall and rest in her identity in 
Christ (indicative). Without a clear, fortified view of her actual identity, her 
union with Christ, she is much more susceptible to capsizing in the stormy 
seas of career ups and downs. There are as many examples of this as there 
are men and women in Christ navigating through this broken world. In light 
of this, many pastoral concerns are addressed and helped as the IIC becomes 
crystalized in the believer’s mind. When a follower of Jesus gains a better 
grasp of it, he or she awakens to a critical discovery—their ultimate identity 
is exclusively found in Christ alone. Grasping this identity in Christ leads to 
obedience of Christ. As theologian Michael Parsons puts it “Being precedes 
act.”30 He goes on to clarify, “Ethical behavior…is a consequence, not the 
cause, of the newness of the believer’s being.”31 

A Gospel Masquerade 
Todd Billings wrote Union with Christ out of his deep concern for what he 
calls “American theology” or “cultural theology.”32 Billings’ concern grew, in 
part, from data culled in studies of American teens’ beliefs about God.33 A 
popular phrase emerged from those studies that has come to summarize 
those beliefs: Moralistic Therapeutic Deism (MTD). This belief structure 
often looks, acts, and sounds like the gospel. It can masquerade as the gospel 
fairly effectively. Yet upon close examination one thing becomes clear: it is 
not the gospel. In fact, it is the opposite. It is moralistic because everything 
is based upon right performance. If you behave correctly, everything will be 
fine. It is therapeutic because when you behave the right way, you feel better 
about yourself. It is deism because, in this system, you do not actually need 
God. And if you do, he just supplies you with a little assistance from time to 
time. He is seen as a distant creator, who might check in when needed or 
maybe when there is a real crisis.  

 
30 Michael Parsons, “Being Precedes Act: Indicative and Imperative in Paul’s 
Writing” in Understanding Paul’s Ethics: Twentieth Century Approaches, ed. Brian S. 
Rosner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 99. 
31 Parsons, “Being Precedes Act,” 110. 
32 J. Todd Billings, Union with Christ. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011). 
33See Christian Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American 
Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009).   
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These ideas are counterfeits to the gospel and embracing them suppresses 
anyone’s need for the real gospel. If we relate MTD to the IIC we find the 
following effects. If our ‘gospel’ becomes moralistic, we have inverted the IIC. 
We are operating to gain the indicative by performing the imperatives. In 
contrast to this error, when we take God’s holiness seriously (Isa 6:1ff.) and 
see the depths of our sin and inability (Rom 3, 7:14ff.) we find all attempts to 
secure God’s acceptance and favor by moral performance are a mirage (Rom 
2:21–23). If our ‘gospel’ becomes therapeutic, its focus shifts to whatever 
makes us feel good. This distorted focus no longer seeks reconciliation with 
a holy God or forgiveness of sin. Thus, there is no real need for justification, 
redemption, or the mediator, Jesus Christ, who purchased it all with his own 
blood. If our ‘gospel’ becomes deistic, we no longer see God as near, instead 
he is aloof and indifferent. This is not troubling for the MTD adherent 
because they assume they can walk the Christian life without God anyway. 
MTD assaults many precious soteriological realities. The damage done by this 
pernicious gospel substitute is more pervasive in our churches than many 
shepherds realize. An IIC soteriological framework uncovers not only the 
dangers of MTD but the captivating beauty of the gospel of God. His 
wisdom and gracious purposes for us in Christ are as stunning as they are 
undeserved. 

The Benefits of Applying the IIC 
The IIC applied to daily life strengthens the believer’s pursuit of holiness by 
clarifying biblical motivations and offering practical expressions of the 
gospel. Those engaged in pastoral care, who grasp the IIC framework can 
utilize it with the warm heart of a shepherd as a thought provoking, 
convicting, and encouraging pastoral tool. Many spiritual struggles 
experienced by Christians are identified and helped when the IIC is pastorally 
applied.  

Maurice Robert’s demonstrates a wise pastoral grasp of the IIC in his 
book Union and Communion with Christ. Here Roberts clearly articulates the IIC 
while simultaneously applying it to every day Christian life. He clarifies 
repeatedly that union with Christ is not the work of the believer, “We do not 
possess the ability to place ourselves in the relationship of union with the Son 
of God; neither do we cooperate with God to engraft ourselves into Christ. 
This action is monergistic—that is to say, it is entirely of God.”34 He goes on 
to explain the reason this is necessary. The new birth is not merely a spiritual 
‘adjustment’ that calibrates us for spiritual things. No, the language of the 
New Testament is much more radical than that. Instead, we are told in the 
Scriptures that God actually ‘re-creates’ us. As Paul says, “Therefore if 

 
34 Maurice Roberts, Union and Communion with Christ (Grand Rapids: Reformation 
Heritage, 2008), 29. 
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anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, 
new things have come” (2 Cor 5:17). In the same way that God commanded 
the universe into existence without our help so too he brings about the new 
birth. Notice Paul’s bold statement in 2 Corinthians 4:6, “For God, who said, 
‘Light shall shine out of darkness,’ is the One who has shone in our hearts to 
give the Light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.” 

As a result of this union with Christ, our lives are lived differently. Roberts 
lays out several indicators of this. For example, when we are made one with 
Jesus, we see the Bible in a new light and eagerly read it, savor it, ingest it and 
by his grace make strenuous effort to live it out. Roberts describes this when 
he writes, “The Lord who unites us to Himself in a common spiritual life, 
imparts to those who are His a special influence of His Spirit by which all 
true believers recognize the divine origin and unique authority of the Bible as 
the Word of God.”35 We see it as it really is, a unique light shining in a dark 
world that must be followed (2 Pet 1:19). This brings us again to the 
‘Imperative’ of obeying God’s commands. Notice it is brought about and 
empowered by union with Christ. When the Lord unites us to himself, he 
creates within us the heart and mind that seeks to honor him in every facet 
of life. We begin to love one another (John 15) and to live out the grace we 
have received (Titus 2:11–12).  

At this point Roberts addresses a significant question related to our 
consideration of the IIC: How does our union with Christ correlate with and 
touch on how we live together corporately as the Church? He responds, 
“Those who are united to Christ in the union of the Spirit are also united to 
one another in the bond of Christian love. As believers are certain of their 
eternal union with Christ, so they are also sure of their fellowship one with 
another, both in time, and in eternity to come.”36 In this fellowship we share 
in trials and joys together, we encourage one another, pray for one another 
and carry one another’s burdens. He summarizes, “To be a real Christian 
means that we have love for all the people of God who share our Christian 
faith.”37 This peculiar love demonstrates itself in particular attitudes and 
actions of care such as hospitality, forgiveness and forbearance. It also means 
we will suffer together. As he describes these corporate outcomes of union 
with Christ, he rightly emphasizes this reality—the intimacy between Christ 
and the Church cannot be overstated. There is a “nearness” that Jesus shares 
with His people, especially when the Church suffers persecution. Roberts 
writes, 

 
35 Roberts, Union and Communion, 63. 
36 Roberts, Union and Communion, 82. 
37 Roberts, Union and Communion, 82. 
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This is made clear at Christ’s appearance to Saul of Tarsus: “Why 
persecutes thou me?” (Acts 9:4) Saul might have expected our Lord 
to speak of his persecuting them. But no! Wonderful union exists 
between the Lord of glory and His suffering persecuted people 
below. Our Savior says, “Why persecutes thou me?” This is 
nearness indeed! Those who smite the Lord’s dear people with 
tongue or pen, hand or fist, must stand before the almighty Son of 
God sooner or later.38 

The important connection between the indicative and imperative is 
significant in Roberts’ thinking. As he describes the sweet and reassuring 
fellowship believers share in God’s everlasting covenant (Heb 13:30) he also 
gives a warning to “The hypocrite who secretly savors sin while he hides his 
habits from others.” He or she knows nothing of, “the pure happiness and 
innocent comfort that genuine believers have when they contemplate their 
privilege: to have Christ to all eternity. ‘The hypocrite’s hope will perish’ (Job 
8:13).”39 He concludes this impassioned rebuke to those who would ignore 
the important connection between union with Christ and Christ-like 
obedience with a vivid description: 

The sweet sins that he rolls round his mouth now as he lives a lie 
will one day burn his flesh like fire. His religion is a tissue of deceits 
and he will lose all his joys when at last he loses his soul. What 
comfort now has Cain, Balaam, or Judas Iscariot? Though in the 
life they had a tincture of religion, it was but the thin veneer for a 
gnawing covetousness. Their real appetite was for this world, not 
for fellowship with the invisible God. Like the fool, they each 
reached out their hands for life’s shadows and life’s bubbles—for 
things of no substance. But the true child of God has both union 
and communion with Christ.40 

Christ’s Love for Us 
But how can we cultivate this kind of obedience that stems from a deepening 
grasp of our union with Christ? Roberts’ response is surprising. In our age of 
techniques, processes and multi-stepped programing he recommends we give 
all diligence, “to keep ourselves in a ‘felt sense’ of Christ’s love for us.”41 This 
is strengthened through diligent, eager prayer. He prescribes the following, 
“The way of recovery is to put right what we have done wrong: we need to 
kneel before a crucified Lord and receive a fresh sense of what he has done 

 
38 Roberts, Union and Communion, 94-95. 
39 Roberts, Union and Communion, 97. 
40 Roberts, Union and Communion, 97. 
41 Roberts, Union and Communion, 99. 
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for us….‘All that Christ did, He did for me,’ let us say to ourselves. ‘And 
what love do I show Him in return?’”42 He calls believers to endure the ups 
and downs of the Christian pilgrimage by realizing the compelling nature of 
“heavenly joy.” There is more of this available to us as those united to Christ 
than we often realize. These truths as they saturate our hearts give a deeper 
sense of what it means to live in growing obedience, not to earn God’s favor, 
but because we have already received it, and more in union with Christ. We 
have received the Word of God to place these spiritual treasures before us, 
that we would see them, take them in and enjoy them. Even the angels 
themselves who do not directly benefit from God’s work of salvation in 
Christ are enamored by the gospel’s beauty. These are “things into which 
angels long to look” (1 Pet 1:12).  

As he explains these connections between the ‘indicative’ of union with 
Christ and the resulting ‘imperatives’ of following him in obedience, Roberts 
points to another benefit and help available to every Christian. It is what the 
apostle Paul refers to as “good hope through grace” (2 Thess 2:16).  Because 
of this grace believers are to “exult in hope of the glory of God” (Rom 5:2). 
God himself stirs the hearts of his children in hope by the indwelling work 
of the Holy Spirit as they consider all his faithful promises. As Paul’s 
doxology rings out, “Now may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace 
in believing, so that you will abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” 
(Rom 15:13). It is significant that Roberts brings hope into the discussion 
because hope is key to the Christian life especially as we consider the IIC. 
The certainty of what God has accomplished in Christ and our union with 
him (indicative) compels us to look ahead to his sure future work in hope 
(imperative). This hope brings increased vigor and immeasurable benefits to 
our ongoing pursuit of holiness (1 John 3:3).  

VI 
Conclusion 

As we have seen, a lack of clarity in understanding union with Jesus results 
in spiritual malaise, weakening the church’s resistance against two grave 
spiritual dangers: legalism and licentiousness. Vibrant clarity from the gospel 
is the only cure. Many pastoral issues are addressed and helped by an 
increased understanding and application of the IIC. Faithful preachers will 
deliberately resist the tendency to proclaim isolated imperatives without 
framing them within the biblical context of the indicative. Pastoral counseling 
will aim towards gospel change grounded in gospel identity “in Christ.” As 
the gospel’s structure is clarified, preached, counseled, and exemplified, 
believers will see and value their new identity in Christ (indicative). As a result, 

 
42 Roberts, Union and Communion, 99-100. 
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their ongoing growth in obedience (imperative) will show evidence of 
transformed hearts. This ongoing spiritual growth is a natural outworking of 
God’s supernatural grace (Titus 3:5). These structural gospel elements of 
indicative and imperative, pastorally understood and applied, are critical to 
our shepherding as we nurture the spiritual growth of each believer entrusted 
to our care and cultivate vibrant gospel churches. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 



 

PASTORAL INSIGHTS 

 

The Aim of Effective Pastoral Leadership: 
Beholding the Glory of Christ 

Wes Wade* 

I 
Introduction 

Student pilots are taught to keep their eyes out the window: The sky should 
be up, the ground down, and the horizon level. Everything a new pilot learns 
occurs under Visual Flight Rules throughout the first portion of training. To 
fly legally, one must have a view of the world outside the airplane. Once a 
pilot has mastered the basics of flight, he begins drilling emergency situations. 
It is a much better flying experience when the winds are calm, and the sky is 
clear, but real life is not always smooth.  

In aviation, we call flying into low visibility “Flying into the soup.” When 
the world outside the window disappears, a pilot loses sensory information. 
The functions in the inner ear, which are designed to tell us when we are 
standing up straight, stop working correctly. Speeding up in a dive toward 
the ground feels like the airplane is climbing. These confused senses start to 
overload and exhaust the brain as it tries to figure out why the world is not 
functioning correctly. A classic aviation study determined that when a visual 
pilot enters low visibility conditions, they have 178 seconds before losing 
aircraft control.1 What can a pilot do when he can no longer trust the world 
around him? The instrument panel—like the dashboard of a car—tells a pilot 
everything he needs to know about the airplane and the world he’s flying in. 
The second the aircraft flies into “The soup,” the pilot is to forget how he 
feels and what the world outside the window says and focus on the 
instruments.  

Feeling one thing and reading another is strange, but it is a matter of life 
and death for pilots and pastors. Pastoring is like always flying in the soup. 
The problem is that the world does not provide reference points to keep us 
on track. Often, what we see, hear, and feel are inaccurate representations of 

 
*Wes Wade is pastor-elder at Grace Bible Fellowship in Brentwood, California and 
professor of biblical exposition and theology at The Cornerstone Bible College and 
Seminary in Vallejo, California.   
1 Leslie Aulls Bryan, 180-Degree Turn Experiment, vol. 52, 11 (Urbana, IL: University 
of Illinois Institute of Aviation, 1954). 



The Aim of Effective Pastoral Leadership 

130 

what is true.2 Pastors cannot just look out the window to see that they are 
headed in the right direction!  

To fly through this world of sin and death, we must see the glory of Christ. 
Scripture is our instrument panel whereby we behold the glory of Christ by 
faith. By continually beholding Christ's glory, we remain centered on Christ.  

We will begin by explaining how the Bible describes the cause of 
humanity’s inability to see the reality of Christ’s glory. People were created to 
be beholders of God, but the fall redirected our vision toward ourselves. 
Then, we will explain how Scripture depicts salvation as restored blindness. 
Christians are people who behold Christ. Next, we will argue that the vision 
of Christ now is transformative and directs believers toward a full face-to-
face vision of Christ in eternity that will be perfecting. The gaze upon his 
glory is what centers believers on Christ. Christ-centeredness flows from a 
faith-filled vision of him. Since we are not yet perfected, indwelling sin battles 
against our spirit and often turns our gaze away from Christ.  

Last, we will argue that the church needs Christ-centered pastors. 
Hebrews 13 describes how a Christ-centered man shepherds a congregation 
toward a vision of the glory of Christ. Believers are in a daily battle between 
loving their glory and loving Christ’s glory. Christ designed his local church 
to be shepherded by men enraptured with Christ, leading people to view him 
by faith now, all while waiting for the blessed hope of beholding Christ in 
glory. Christ-centeredness is the foundation of all pastoral leadership, and 
pastors are to direct their people toward their Savior. 

II 
Spiritual Blindness 

What caused humanity’s inability to see the spiritual realities of life? 
Humanity exchanged the glory of God for lesser things, suppressed the truth 
by their unrighteousness, and worship and serve the creature rather than their 
Creator (Rom 1:18–32).3 The words “exchanged” and “lesser” highlight two 
opposing loves, the Creator and his creation. Scripture paints a picture of 
man in the garden, with his eyes pointed toward his Maker, suddenly turned 
down toward the ground. Adam did not simply take his eyes off God; his 
love became directed toward other things.  

Scripture often uses the sense of vision synonymously with the 
disposition of the heart. Richard Muller defines the theological use of vision,  

 
2Elyse Fitzpatrick and Dennis E Johnson, Counsel from the Cross: Connecting Broken 
People to the Love of Christ (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 2012), 37. 
3In this article I will be using the English Standard Version (ESV) unless otherwise 
noted. 
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The scholastics note that the visio is not a visio oculi, a vision of the 
eye, except with reference to the perception of the glorified Christ. 
With reference to the saints’ new perception of God, the visio is 
cognitio Dei clara et intuitiva, a clear and intuitive knowledge of God, 
an inward actus intellectus et voluntatis, or act of intellect and will.4 

For example, the Lord tells Isaiah in his commission that his ministry will be 
marked by preaching to people who “keep on seeing, but do not perceive” 
(Isa 6:9). He is told that their eyes are blind, but if they could see they would 
understand with their hearts (6:10). Jesus encounters the same problem with 
the Pharisees. He calls them “blind guides” (Matt 15:14). The people lacked 
spiritual sight. John illustrates the reality of spiritual blindness in his account 
of the man born blind. Jesus gives sight to a man who had been blind from 
birth. When the man is brought before the Pharisees, rather than worshiping 
Jesus for his healing and restoration, they complain because he did his work 
on the Sabbath. In a striking indictment of the religious leaders, the man born 
blind says, “Why, this is an amazing thing! You do not know where he comes 
from, and yet he opened my eyes” (John 9:30). Clear spiritual truth was 
directly in front of their faces—indeed is always directly in front of our 
faces—and yet they could not see because of their spiritual blindness. Jesus 
then comments on the interaction, “For judgment I came into this world, 
that those who do not see may see, and those who see may become blind” 
(9:39). The Pharisees were listening to Jesus and asked him, “Are we also 
blind? Jesus said to them, ‘If you were blind, you would have no guilt; but 
now that you say, “We see,” your guilt remains’” (John 9:40–41). 

Humanity has a vision problem—a spiritual vision problem. Our hearts 
are so filled with a worshipful vision of ourselves that we don’t see that we 
have a Maker who is alone worthy of our worship. John Owen suggests that 
the corruption of the human heart is not simply a look in the wrong direction 
but a flipping upside down of reality. At the thought of Christ’s glory, 
unbelievers “in their heart do call Christ, ‘Ichabad’—‘Where is the glory?’”5 
Unbelief is more than just a lack of knowledge. It is a willful blindness to the 
truth. Indeed, the “god of this world has blinded the minds of unbelievers, 
to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 
Cor 4:4).  

 
4Richard A. Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms: Drawn Principally 
from Protestant Scholastic Theology, Second Edition (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2017), 395. 
5John Owen, The Works of John Owen, ed. William H. Goold, 23 vols. (London: 
Johnstone & Hunter, 1850–1853; repr., Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1965–1968), 
1:286. (Meditations and Discourses on the Glory of Christ, in His Person, Office, and Grace, 
with the Differences between Faith and Sight, Applied unto the Use of Them That Believe). 
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Although blindness illustrates our spiritual condition, we have an innate 
desire to gaze upon glory. We were created to crave that which is most 
glorious. John Piper argues, “The deepest longing of the human heart is to 
know and enjoy the glory of God.”6 Citing Isaiah 43:7, he explains that the 
glory of God is the very thing for which people were created.7  

Perhaps the best way to understand the intent of our design is to say that 
humanity was created for worship. What an incredible design! The triune 
God, glorious beyond all description, fashioned a creation that would find its 
ultimate enjoyment in him. Piper is correct: In the original design, God 
created human beings to know and enjoy the glory of God. The Westminster 
Divines phrased it, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and enjoy him 
forever.”8 He created us to find worshipful satisfaction in him. Noel Due 
explains,  

Worship begins with God. By virtue of his very being as God, and 
by virtue of his act of creation, God is the initiator of worship. It 
begins with God, and it was evident in the celestial and terrestrial 
creation before human beings were brought into existence. This 
means that when God created our first parents, they came into a 
worship-filled creation. By implication their existence was also to 
be taken up in worship.9 

We cannot help but worship; it is part of our design! Our design requires 
worshiping what our hearts find to be most glorious. The fall, then, blinded 
the human heart to God's glory. And in it, we became convinced that our 
glory is far more valuable than the Creator’s.10 So, while we still worshipfully 
crave the vision of the most glorious thing, our hearts have been deceived 
into believing we are worthy of our worship. 

III 
Spiritual Sight 

The spiritual blindness of humanity makes us unable to see the realities of 
life as they were meant to be seen. As a result, lives are disordered, loves are 
misplaced, and people walk in darkness. Paul demonstrates how spiritual 

 
6John Piper, Seeing and Savoring Jesus Christ (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2004), 14. 
7Piper, Seeing and Savoring Jesus Christ, 14–15. 
8Westminster Larger Catechism, Q1. 
9Noel Due, Created For Worship: From Genesis to Revelation to You (Fearn, Ross-Shire, 
Scotland: Christian Focus, 2005), 37. 
10See John’s account of the unbelief of the Pharisees in John 12:37–43. John 
explains that the Pharisees could not believe because “they loved the glory that 
comes from man more than the glory that comes from God” (v. 43). 
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blindness behaves: “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which 
you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of 
the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of 
disobedience” (Eph 2:1–2)—a misdirected vision results in a misdirected life.  

At salvation the Holy Spirit opens our spiritual eyes to the glory of Christ. 
God takes blind hearts and floods them with the light of his gospel. When 
our eyes are opened, the direction of our life changes. Steve Fernandez 
describes the radical change when a person is finally made to see, “When we 
are made alive in Christ, we are, as it were, brought into another world.”11 
Recall the scene in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy opens the door of the 
crashed house to the color-filled world of Oz—believers see the same world 
we have always seen, but now we view it with new eyes. When the Spirit of 
God opens our eyes to see the glory of Christ, we are “stunned and 
captivated” by the vision.12 John Owen writes,  

The hearts of believers are like the needle touched by the 
loadstone, which cannot rest until it comes to the point whereunto, 
by the secret virtue of it, it is directed. For being once touched by 
the love of Christ, receiving therein an impression of secret 
ineffable virtue, they will ever be in motion, and restless, until they 
come unto him, beholding his glory.13 

Believers are beholders. The Spirit of God shines “in our hearts to give us 
the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor 
4:6). We finally see Jesus as he truly is. Christians are like the apostle Paul as 
the scales of unbelief fall from our eyes at the sight of Christ (Acts 9:1–18). 
When these scales fall off, and we behold him in his glory, the “eyes of our 
hearts are enlightened” (Eph 1:18). And the enlightenment is knowledge of 
the glory of God given to us by the Spirit of wisdom and of revelation (v. 
17).  

John explains that in the incarnation, he and the other apostles beheld the 
glory of Christ (John 1:14). But it was not the view of his physical appearance 
that served as the revelation of his glory. Christ in the incarnation “made 
himself of no reputation, but being in the form of a servant, he walked in the 
condition of a man of low degree.”14 According to Isaiah, Jesus had “no form 
or majesty that we should look at him, and no beauty that we should desire 
him” (Isa 53:2). No, instead, the glory that the apostles saw in Jesus was his 
glory as he was “full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). John’s perception of 
Jesus did not come by the usual means of sight. Even after the resurrection, 

 
11Steve Fernandez, Christ’s Infinite Fulness (Vallejo, CA: Exalting Christ, 2001), 5. 
12Fernandez, Christ’s Infinite Fulness, 5. 
13Owen, Meditations on the Glory of Christ, 1:286. 
14Owen, Meditations on the Glory of Christ, 1:289. 
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the disciples could not recognize Jesus on the road to Emmaus until he chose 
to reveal himself—and they had been walking and talking with him for seven 
miles (Luke 24:13–35)! 

The vision of Christ’s glory is a right given to every child of God by faith 
(John 1:12), not a particular vision reserved only for the apostles. Every 
believer united to Christ experiences the faith-vision of his glory. When the 
Spirit floods a new believer’s soul with the light of the knowledge of the glory 
of God, they finally see what they were created to worship. Our hearts cry, 
“I do not want this sight to end.”15 

IV 
Beholding Christ for All Eternity 

Christian theologians have encouraged their congregations with the future 
hope of seeing Christ since the church’s foundation. 1 John 3:2 bases the 
believer’s blessed hope on our clear vision of the face of Christ. “We shall be 
like him, because we shall see him as he is.” The faith-vision of Christ is 
transformative (2 Cor 3:18), but the sight-vision of him will be perfecting (1 
John 3:2). Augustine comments that the heavenly vision of Christ is the 
reward of our faith,  

As, then, [the angels] see so shall we also see; but not yet do we 
thus see. Wherefore the apostle uses the words cited a little while 
ago, “Now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face.” 
This vision is reserved as the reward of our faith; and of it the 
Apostle John also says, “When He shall appear, we shall be like 
Him, for we shall see Him as He is.”16 

John Owen describes this beholding of Christ as “the blessedness of men in 
another world [which] doth consist in the soul’s full satisfaction in the 
goodness and beauty of the divine nature.”17 The vision of Christ at his 
appearance is “the sole fountain of all the actings of our souls in the state of 
blessedness.”18 When we finally see Jesus, “that manifestation of the glory of 
God, in his infinite perfections, and all their blessed operations, [will] so shine 

 
15Peter sees Christ on the Mount of Transfiguration in all his glory and decides he 
wants to build three tents (Luke 9:33). R.C. Sproul comments on Peter’s odd 
statement, “He did not understand what he was saying. It seems he wanted the 
experience of glory to continue, for Jesus not to go to the cross.” R.C. Sproul, A 
Walk with God: An Exposition of Luke (Great Britain: Christian Focus Publications, 
1999), 205–206. 
16Augustine, City of God (New York: Penguin, 1972), 1082. 
17Owen, The Grace and Duty of Being Spiritually Minded, 7:336. 
18Owen, Meditations on the Glory of Christ, 1:292. 
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into our souls, as shall immediately fill us with peace, rest, and glory.”19 
God’s people were designed to gaze upon and be eternally satisfied by 

Christ’s glory.20 Jesus prays for the satisfaction of his people, “Father, I desire 
that they also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to see 
my glory that you have given me because you loved me before the foundation 
of the world” (John 17:24). A soul which can be satisfied without it is not a 
“partaker of the efficacy of [Christ’s] intercession.”21 While the view of Christ 
“face to face” is the believer’s blessed hope, Owen argues that seeing Christ’s 
glory is not excluded from the Christian’s experience now. “No man shall 
ever behold the glory of Christ by sight hereafter, who doth not in some 
measure behold it by faith here in this world.”22 

Scripture holds the vision of Christ in tension between a faith-vision of 
him now and a sight-vision of him at his return. “Now faith is the assurance 
of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Heb 11:1). In our 
present state, though we are beholders of the glory of Christ, our vision is 
marred by indwelling sin. We are like Moses, who had to hide in the cleft of 
the rock so that the perfection of God’s glory would not consume him as it 
passed by him (Ex 33:18–34:8). We see him now through a glass dimly (1 Cor 
13:12).  

V 
A Glass Dimly 

And yet, even now, our vision of Christ’s glory is greater than what was 
experienced by the saints of the Old Testament. Hebrews 11 describes the 
faith-filled vision of the glory of Christ that the saints of the Old Testament 
enjoyed. We, however, enjoy the benefits of the promises of God in Christ 
that Old Testament saints looked forward to (Heb 11:39–40). Believers now 
have access into his throne room. We have the privilege of “drawing near” 
because of the finished work of Christ (Heb 10:19–22). And it is by beholding 
this Christ, full of grace and truth, that the justified sinner receives mercy and 
help in time of need (Heb 4:16). 

How does the believer draw near and experience this vision of Christ? 
The Spirit of God through the Word gives “spiritual illumination and 

 
19Owen, Meditations on the Glory of Christ, 1:292–93. 
20“Our communion, then, with God consisteth in his communication of himself 
unto us, with our returnal unto him of that which he requireth and accepteth, 
flowing from that union which in Jesus Christ we have with him.” Owen, On 
Communion with God, 2:8–9. 
21Owen, Meditations on the Glory of Christ, 1:286. 
22Owen, Meditations on the Glory of Christ, 1:288. 



The Aim of Effective Pastoral Leadership 

136 

understanding of Christ and the gospel.”23 Paul declares, “Our sufficiency is 
from God” (2 Cor 3:5). In other words, God enlightens the eyes of our hearts 
so that we can understand and believe the gospel. We do not find the 
sufficiency to understand Christ and his gospel in ourselves; our sufficiency 
is from him. There is no sight of the glory of Christ apart from the active 
ministry of the Holy Spirit. At one time, believers did not “see the light of 
the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Cor 4:3-6), but now “His divine power 
has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the 
knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence (2 Pet 1:3). 
As a believer hears the voice of Christ in his word, he beholds his glory.24 
The Christian gazes upon the glory of Christ, and as the eyes of faith take 
Christ in, he is continually changed to be more like his Savior.   

VI 
Indwelling Sin and Its Effects On Our Spiritual Vision 

The tension between today’s faith and tomorrow’s sight includes times when 
a believer’s eyes of faith are pulled away from Christ. Perhaps the idea that 
once captivated by Christ’s glory a believer could have the eyes of his heart 
turned away seems preposterous. Yet the reality of living in the already/not 
yet of our salvation includes battles against sin and temptation. Believers 
should be captivated by Christ’s glory, yet we find it a daily struggle to keep 
our eyes on Christ. Paul laments, “So I find it to be a law that when I want 
to do right, evil lies close at hand” (Rom 7:21). How many Christians have 
become captive to the principles of the world (Col 2:8) instead of Christ?25 

Satan seeks to draw our gaze away from the glory of God. Sin entices 
believers with false glories purposed to bring us back into slavery to the flesh 
(Rom 6:16). False loves are innate to us. Our wills are freed to love Christ at 
salvation. Still, because of indwelling sin, beholding him is a daily battle.26 
John Owen explains, “That the choicest believers, who are assuredly freed 
from the condemning power of sin, ought yet to make it their business all 
their days to mortify the indwelling power of sin.”27 Why must we mortify 
indwelling sin daily? Perhaps the answer is most clearly stated in his famous 
quote, “Be killing sin, or it will be killing you.”28 

How does a believer mortify sin? Thomas Goodwin, preaching from 
Ephesians 3:14–19, argues that Christ dwells in the believer by beholding him 

 
23Steve Fernandez, The Bible: God’s Living All-Sufficient Word (Vallejo: Exalting Christ, 
2012), 70. 
24Fitzpatrick, Counsel from the Cross, 40. 
25Fernandez, Christ’s Infinite Fulness, 6-7. 
26Owen, On Indwelling Sin, 6:236 
27Owen, On The Mortification of Sin in Believers, 6:9. 
28Owen, On The Mortification of Sin in Believers, 6:9. 
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in his Word. The Spirit strengthens us in the inner man to put sin to death in 
our hearts by gazing upon our glorious Christ. 

It is to have Jesus Christ continually in one’s eye, an habitual sight 
of him. I call it so, because a man actually thinks not always of 
Christ; but as a man doth not look up to the sun continually, yet 
he sees the light of it, so here faith, in John vi. 40, is called the 
seeing of Christ: ‘Every one that seeth the Son, and believeth on 
him.’ And our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, speaking of himself, 
says, Psalm xvi., ‘I have set the Lord always before me.’ So therein 
ye should carry along, and bear along in your eye, the sight and 
knowledge of Christ, so as still there is at least a presence of him 
accompanies you which faith makes.29 

A believer must rely on the ministry of the Spirit through the Word. Our 
connection to Christ is not based on our past experiences or the beautiful 
things we have seen in this world, but solely on our vision of him in his Word. 
Peter argues that the Word of God is more sure than mere human account. 
We cannot trust our experiences to hold us to Christ. Christ reveals himself 
in his Word to the believer “as a lamp shining into a dark place, until the day 
dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts” (1:19). Beholding the glory 
of Christ in his word is “one of the greatest privileges and advancements that 
believers are capable of in this world, or that which is to come.”30 

VII 
Pastors Shepherd Toward the Vision of Christ 

To be captivated by the glory of Christ is to be Christ-centered. The 
foundation of all pastoral leadership is Christ-centeredness. A pastor is to be 
so fixated on the vision of Christ’s glory that his life and preaching cause his 
hearers to seek nothing but to see their savior. Christ structured the local 
church so that his people are not left to fend for themselves or navigate life’s 
difficulties alone. Jesus commissions men who shepherd his people toward a 
heavenly vision of himself. Every pastor’s purpose and goal should be to 
make much of Jesus, not themselves, for “There is no other name under 
heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).  

Paul exhorts Timothy to “preach the word” (2 Tim 4:2), to “put these 
things before the brothers (1 Tim 4:6), and to “command and teach these 
things (1 Tim 4:11). A pastor cannot shepherd a people toward a heavenly 
vision of Christ if he himself is not transfixed on the glory of Christ in the 
Word. The ministerial qualifications go beyond mere assent to a particular 

 
29Thomas Goodwin, works, 2:411. 
30Owen, Meditations on the Glory of Christ, 1:287. 
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bibliology. Is the man’s heart aimed toward Christ such that his feet are 
walking in the direction of heaven? 

Churches are always in need of leadership. In my pastoral experience, I 
have yet to hear of a church with too many leaders and not enough work to 
do. There is a constant need for shepherding in the local church and, 
therefore, a need to raise up new leaders. Perhaps a church may be tempted 
to raise up men gifted in leadership for pragmatic reasons while skipping over 
the need for Christ-centeredness as the most essential qualification. 
Alexander Strauch argues, “The most common mistake made by churches 
that are eager to implement eldership is to appoint biblically unqualified 
men.”31 Why is this dangerous? Jesus teaches that students will become like 
their teacher (Luke 6:40). “Whatever the leaders are, the people become.”32 
Without Christ-centered pastors who have been captivated by Christ’s glory, 
churches will not be shepherded toward the vision of Christ. Man-centered 
pastors will produce man-centered churches; Christ-centered pastors will 
produce Christ-centered churches. 

VIII 
Hebrews 13 and the Christ-Centered Pastor 

The book of Hebrews begins by describing Jesus as the radiance of God’s 
glory and continues with a twelve-chapter demonstration of his superiority 
over all things. The thirteenth chapter moves from defending Christ’s 
glorious superiority to its outworking and application in the local church. 
Specifically, chapter 13 describes how a congregation should relate to their 
pastors, who shepherd them toward Christ. 

The location of these final exhortations is purposeful to the book’s overall 
structure. Christ continually calls the believer to draw near to him (Heb 10:22) 
and to look to him (Heb 12:2). It is the design of the Father for the local 
church that pastors would be those who direct the vision of believers toward 
the glory of Christ. 

How do pastors accomplish the goal of shepherding people toward a 
vision of Christ? They perform their task in three ways. First, they 
demonstrate their faith to the flock by keeping their eyes on Jesus (Heb 13:7). 
Second, they teach against false doctrines in the church that would seek to 
turn their congregation’s eyes off Christ (Heb 13:9–14). Finally, pastors 
joyfully watch over the flock by pointing the sheep back to Christ when their 
eyes look away from him (Heb 13:17). 

 
31 Alexander Strauch, Biblical Eldership: An Urgent Call to Restore Biblical Church 
Leadership (Littleton, CO: Lewis and Roth Publishers, 1995), 68. 
32 John MacArthur, Jr., Different By Design: Discovering God’s Will for Today’s Man and 
Woman (Wheaton, IL: Victor, 1994), 114. 
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Pastors Keep Their Eyes on Jesus 
The writer of Hebrews encourages his flock to remember their leaders who 
have spent so much time applying the Word of God to them. It may sound 
strange to point the readers to the necessity of honoring those who have 
raised them in the faith when the view of Christ has been central to the book’s 
message. But we need not find these two things at odds. Instead, we must be 
reminded that God designed the local church to point people to Jesus. Christ 
has always used pastors to shepherd his people toward a vision of himself. 

A pastor does not speak on his own authority. He proclaims the Word of 
God to the people of God. The writer explains the transmission of the gospel 
through pastors earlier in Hebrews, “How shall we escape if we neglect such 
a great salvation? It was declared at first by the Lord, and it was attested to 
us by those who heard” (2:3). The local church then is not something that is 
in the way of the glory of Christ. Instead, it is where believers gather to draw 
near and look to Christ. The local church has always been denigrated, but we 
certainly live in a time when the gathering of God’s people under the 
preaching of the Word is viewed as unnecessary. The reality about life in the 
church is that our great salvation is wrapped up in the communication of the 
gospel by faithful leaders who are captivated by Christ’s glory. Gathering 
together under the Word is the primary means by which God communicates 
his grace to us. 

Believers are to remember their leaders but in a particular way. We are 
instructed to “consider the outcome of their way of life” (Heb 13:7). The 
specific exhortation implies that these pastors have died and gone to be with 
the Lord. But we can apply the principle to living believers the same way we 
should those who are no longer with us. If the view of Christ in his Word by 
faith is transformative, then believers should be able to see the effects of 
Christ in the lives of other beholders now. 

New movements are constantly popping up in Christian social media 
circles. How does a believer evaluate the merit of a new trend? First, we must 
investigate if Christ is central. Do the people seem to be pursuing Christ’s 
glory or their own? Second, we need to see the movement’s effects on the 
lives of those involved. There is much to be learned by viewing the outcome 
of the life of someone who was enraptured by Jesus. The ministries of men 
whose labors were built on the latest trend end often in disaster because they 
were centered on a vision of themselves, not Christ. The fact that trends 
come and go so quickly indicates that people are searching for something to 
satisfy their longings. Christ’s glory is ever present in his Word and eternally 
satisfying. Pastors cannot be drawn to trends when Christ supplies himself to 
us. He is sufficient. 

The church is called to imitate their leaders’ faith (Heb 13:7). “This ought 
to be the care of the guides of the church, namely, to leave such an example 
of faith and holiness, as that it may be the duty of the church to remember 
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them, and follow their example.”33 A believer must evaluate their pastor 
primarily on whether the truth of the gospel manifests itself in his word and 
deed. Pastors must keep their eyes on Christ if their faith is to be anything 
worth imitating! How can a pastor imitate Christ (1 Cor 11:1) if he does not 
continually behold him? 

Some men speak much of the imitation of Christ, and following of 
his example; and it were well if we could see more of it really in 
effect. But no man shall ever become “like unto him” by bare 
imitation of his actions, without that view or intuition of his glory 
which alone is accompanied with a transforming power to change 
them into the same image.34 

Pastors must have a faith-filled vision of Christ worth imitating. A 
congregation should be able to see how Christ is transforming their pastor 
into the likeness of his Savior. 

The writer grounds his first point in the reality that “Jesus Christ is the 
same yesterday and today and forever” (Heb 13:8). The faith-vision that 
pastors are to keep today is in the same Christ that the antediluvian saints 
(Heb 11:4–7), the Patriarchs (Heb 11:8–22), Moses (Heb 11:23–29), Joshua 
and Rahab (11:30-31), and all the rest of the Old Testament saints believed 
in (Heb 11:32–39).35 Pastors stand in a long line of people who have beheld 
Christ’s glory in the gospel. God’s people need men who keep their eyes on 
the beloved Son and point them to him as the only source of eternal 
satisfaction. 

Pastors Teach Against False Doctrine 
One of the main reasons pastors are to be teaching and preaching Christ to 
their congregations is because the world is full of false teaching. We often 
think of false doctrine coming from the mouth of a false teacher in the pulpit, 
but the reality is that anti-Christ teaching is everywhere. Christians find it in 
conversation with other Christians. Believers run into false teaching around 
the water cooler at work. Today, it is the central message of much of what 
believers watch, hear, and read through their phone screens. We carry false 
doctrine in our pockets! Congregations ought to be led by pastors who teach 
and preach Christ so that they would “not be led away by diverse and strange 
teachings” (Heb 13:9). 

Contextually, the writer confronts false teachings about food in his 
church. What does this instruct us about an alert pastor? He has a finger on 
the pulse of current political and social issues to know how to lead his 

 
33Owen, Hebrews Commentary, 23:422. 
34Owen, Meditations on the Glory of Christ, 1:304. 
35Owen, Hebrews Commentary, 23:429. 
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congregation effectively. He listens to the promises of false doctrine and 
considers how they might affect his congregation. A pastor centered on 
Christ will be able to listen to his culture’s current teachings and lead his 
people to the vision of Christ through them.  

Hebrews demonstrates how a pastor can address “diverse and strange 
teachings.” The heart of the issue with food laws concerned physical and 
spiritual strength. Scripture, however, addresses where believers find their 
strength. “My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my 
heart and my portion forever” (Ps 73:26). The Lord spoke to Paul, “My grace 
is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor 12:9). 
The writer to the Hebrew church then can say, “it is good for the heart to be 
strengthened by grace, not by foods, which have not benefited those devoted 
to them” (Heb 13:9).36 

It is an incredible indictment of the fallenness of our hearts that even the 
way we think about food can cause our eyes to wander from Christ. Oh, how 
fickle we are! A pastor knows the fallenness of human hearts and, therefore, 
constantly takes the false teachings floating through the conversations of his 
people, pinpoints the vanity of it, and directs their attention back to Christ 
and his gospel. A sermon is not ready to be preached if a man is only prepared 
to tell his people what the text says. They need to know what the text means. 
They need to understand how it addresses their hearts. They need to have it 
applied to their hearts. The only way application can happen is when a 
preacher demonstrates how Christ and his glory are worth far more than the 
false promises of sin. A pastor can only preach the gospel effectively if he is 
centered on Christ. 

Hebrews 13:9 uses “grace” and “strength” purposefully in opposition to 
false teaching.37 False teaching, if believed, will always weaken a believer’s 
confidence in Christ. False teaching sells itself as something that will truly 
establish a person and cause a person to feel firm and stable. But Jesus teaches 
that the wise man built his house on the rock (Matt 7:24–27). I am always 
concerned when I hear professing believers tell me that getting away from 
the local church—where we find the means of grace—helped to strengthen 
their love for Jesus. I fear that Christians who speak this way believe they are 
in love with Jesus but have been led away to love a Jesus in their own making. 

 
36The Lord’s Supper is given as a means of grace to the church whereby God’s 
people “taste and see that the Lord is good.” Pastors would do well to consistently 
point their people to the bread and wine and remind them where true spiritual 
strength comes from. These physical elements serve the function of directing 
God’s people toward a faith-filled vision of their Savior. 
37“That those who decline in any thing from grace, as the only means to establish 
their hearts in peace with God, shall labour and exercise themselves in other things 
and ways unto the same end, whereby they shall receive no advantage.—And this is 
the state of all false worshippers in the world” (Owen, Hebrews Commentary, 4:437). 
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What is it that strengthens and establishes the heart of a believer? Nothing 
but the grace of Christ. “This is that alone which doth, which can, which will, 
establish the heart of a sinner in peace with God, Rom. v. 1; which will keep 
it from being moved or tossed up and down with a sense of the guilt of sin, 
or divine displeasure.”38 For a pastor to effectively shepherd a church, he 
must lead them toward the vision of the only one who can hold them through 
the storms of life. There is nothing upon which a believer can be built that 
will withstand the storms of life except the “precious cornerstone of a sure 
foundation” (Is 28:16), the God who is “our refuge and strength, a very 
present help in trouble” (Ps 46:1). 

Pastors Keep Watch Over the Flock 
The local church has a responsibility to obey their leaders. “Obey your leaders 
and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who 
will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, 
for that would be of no advantage to you” (Heb 13:17). The order of the 
appeals to the congregation concerning their pastors is critical. Pastors are to 
demonstrate faith in Christ worth imitating, defend the flock against false 
teaching, and then lead their people into obedience to Scripture. Owen notes 
that the author of Hebrews placed this final appeal to the congregation at the 
end “as comprehensive of all ecclesiastical duties.”39 The obedience of a 
church to her elders is “the best means of its edification, and the chief cause 
of order and peace in the whole body.”40 

The writer explains to the congregation that they are to obey their leaders 
by grounding the appeal in the responsibility of an elder: The elders watch 
over their souls. Pastors frequently abuse their authority as if it were vested 
in them and their desires. We have already seen, however, that their authority 
is from Christ.41 Pastors do not watch the flock by teaching their thoughts 
and ideas. Pastors are not allowed to lead people in any direction they prefer. 
Pastors shepherd the flock as Christ’s under-shepherds. He is the “Chief 
Shepherd” (1 Pet 5:4). So, just as a congregation should imitate their leaders’ 
faith in Christ, they should obey their leaders as those words come from 
Christ.42 A pastor’s words will not be worth obeying if they do not come 
from a heart that is centered on Christ and his Word. 

James explains that those who teach will be held to a stricter judgment 
(Jas 3:1). Paul charges Timothy to preach “in the presence of God and of 

 
38Owen, Hebrews Commentary, 23:435. 
39Owen, Hebrews Commentary, 23:465. 
40Owen, Hebrews Commentary, 23:465. Editor’s note: For more on what it means to 
submit to church leadership, see Joshua Grauman’s article in this issue of the 
CJPTM, “Pastoral Authority and the Word of God,” 67-83. 
41Strauch, Biblical Eldership, 272. 
42Owen, Hebrews Commentary, 23:464. 
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Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead” (2 Tim 4:1). Pastors 
who have lorded their authority over Christ’s people unjustly and outside of 
Christ’s command will stand before him someday and answer for their abuse 
of the sheep. A pastor would do well to remember that those in his care are 
Christ’s blood-bought children. 

A pastor, therefore, has the incredible responsibility of watching over 
Christ’s people. He must look out for them as a shepherd cares for his sheep. 
Parents understand how their senses are heightened to danger when in a large 
crowd with their children. Kids will walk in any direction and follow anyone 
if the sight is colorful enough. God’s people walk in all different directions, 
mesmerized by the trinkets of life, often not paying attention to where they’re 
going. Pastors know their own hearts are prone to the same sinful wandering. 
They must be men fixed on Christ so they can shepherd Christ’s people well. 
A pastor’s job is to rein God’s people in each week and say, “Pay attention 
to where you are going.” Pastors must be looking and heading in the same 
direction, “[continually] giving an account unto Christ, by prayer and 
thanksgiving, of the state of the church, and success of the word therein.”43 

IX 
Conclusion 

How many churches have plummeted into the ground because their pastors 
took their eyes off Christ? The world is fallen and in darkness. The glory of 
Christ, evident in creation, is hidden to fallen hearts because of the darkening 
effects of sin. We cannot survive this world of sin and death without the 
faith-filled vision of Christ. God has determined that Christ-centered pastors, 
who behold Christ in his Word and proclaim his glory in the church, would 
lead his people. Christ-centeredness is the foundation of all pastoral ministry. 
As God’s people behold the glory of Christ in his Word, they are transformed 
into his image. There is no way for people to be renewed and transformed 
apart from this vision. We are being prepared for an eternal weight of glory 
where we will view Christ face to face and instantly be like him. When the 
final vision comes, “Hereby shall we be enabled and fitted eternally to abide 
in the contemplation of the glory of Christ with joy and satisfaction. The 
understanding shall be always perfected with the vision of God, and the 
affections cleave inseparably to him;—which is blessedness.”44 
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Staying Power for Pastoral Ministry 

Ron Prosise* 

Graduating from seminary, I was excited to serve as a pastor in my church. 
In addition, I applied for and received a commission as a reserve military 
chaplain so that, as a pastor, I could bring the gospel to the military in my 
community. This provided countless opportunities to bring God’s Word to 
many. It also gave me some unique experiences. One of these was at the 
beginning of the Iraq War when I was called to active duty to be the Senior 
Military Advisor for the Ministry of Education under the Coalition 
Provisional Authority in Baghdad. I was responsible for all of the public 
schools in Iraq, including oversight of the De-Ba’athification of school 
employees, curriculum, examinations, security, and payment of salaries. This 
mission put me in a precarious position. As a chaplain, I was a non-
combatant and so I had no weapon in which to protect myself. Although 
chaplains are required to have assistants who do carry weapons and provide 
protection, Central Command would not supply one for me, despite my 
request for one. I had no body armor and no personal communication. I was 
making daily trips in the greater Baghdad area, sometimes by myself. It was 
sobering to realize that I could easily die in this crazy situation, but I had full 
confidence in the Lord and saw him work in remarkable ways.  

Returning home, however, brought a striking realization that I will never 
forget. At the time, my church was going through many challenges, and I 
became aware that it was more stressful for me to serve as a pastor than to 
be in a combat zone with no weapons, no armor, no communication, and no 
support. Even more surprising, my wife said she slept better knowing her 
husband was at war than she did when I returned home. This was shocking, 
but understandably that spiritual warfare will be far more intense than military 
warfare. The apostle Paul taught about the struggle we have with demonic 
forces (Eph 6:11-12). At one point, he confessed that in his ministry, “We 
were burdened excessively, beyond our strength, so that we despaired even 
of life” (2 Cor 1:8). For pastors, this conflict is not merely an academic point 
of theology—it is a real-life experience that goes with ministry. Recent 
analysis by the Barna Group reports that forty-two percent of pastors have 
considered quitting full-time ministry within the past year. The number one 
reason cited for this is the immense pressures and stress of pastoral ministry.1 

 
*Ron Prosise is a professor of pastoral training at The Cornerstone Bible College 
and Seminary. 
1“Pastors Share Top Reasons They’ve Considered Quitting Ministry in the Past 
Year” April 27, 2022, accessed April 5, 2024, www.barna.com/research/pastors-
quitting-ministry. 
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This is a great challenge that you face as a pastor. Spiritual leadership 
should be a joy, but it can also be a grief (Heb 13:17). As the Lord spoke to 
his churches in the book of Revelation, the overwhelming majority—five out 
of the seven—had significant problems. My pastoral training did not equip 
me to understand and be ready for this. Realizing my own need for spiritual 
fortitude as a pastor, I read quite a number of books written to give wisdom 
and encouragement for the unique challenges of ministry. When I saw a new 
book years ago written by a well-known author, entitled Dangerous Calling,2 I 
eagerly bought a copy. On the back cover were enthusiastic endorsements 
from four prominent pastors. Yet it was only a few years afterward that three 
of those four pastors had resigned in disgrace from their churches. 
Dangerous calling indeed. Why is it that so many pastors do not have staying 
power for ministry? 

In his final epistle, the apostle Paul writes these words to pastor Timothy, 
“You therefore, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim 
2:1). That word therefore refers to what the apostle wrote in the previous 
chapter. Paul had been imprisoned and he knew that he would soon be 
executed. What would happen to Timothy when he was gone? He had already 
experienced many difficulties in his pastorate in the church of Ephesus (1 
Tim 1:3), including false teaching (1 Tim 1:3-7; 4:1-3; 6:3-5), disorder and 
confusion in worship (2:1–15), the need for godly, qualified leaders (3:1-14), 
and materialism (6:6-19). The hardships continued for pastor Timothy as 
Paul pens his second letter to him. But what was most concerning to the 
apostle was that his spiritual son didn’t seem to be very strong at this point 
in his life. What Paul writes indicates that Timothy was facing a time of 
spiritual weakness.3 This is seen as Paul writes, “For God has not given us a 
spirit of timidity, but of power and love and self-discipline” (2 Tim 1:7). Why 
did Paul write that? Was Timothy becoming intimidated or weary? Paul 
continues, exhorting, “Therefore do not be ashamed of either the witness 
about our Lord or me His prisoner, but join with me in suffering for the 
gospel according to the power of God” (2 Tim 1:8). What was on Paul’s mind 
as he wrote this? Was he concerned that Timothy might be tempted to avoid 
suffering by quieting his testimony? Paul also exhorts him to hold fast to 
Scripture and sound teaching, and to guard the gospel (1:13-15). Was Paul 
concerned that Timothy might falter? 

Spiritual strength is essential for standing firm in life, and it is vital for 
pastoral ministry. It is fortitude and perseverance amidst challenges and 
hardships. It is steadfastness to do what is right in the face of temptation and 
opposition. It is the joyful confidence of trusting God in difficult 

 
2Paul David Tripp, Dangerous Calling (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012). 
3John MacArthur, 2 Timothy, MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody, 
1995), 37. 
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circumstances and everyday life. But how do you experience it? The distresses 
of ministry can weigh heavy and difficulties can leave you weary. The 
enthusiasm and determination you once may have can fade. You can become 
angry or fearful. You may even give into temptation that diminishes your 
strength. And you realize that your strength is lacking. This is dangerous both 
for your own life and for your ministry. This is exactly why the apostle Paul 
charged the elders in Ephesus, “Be on guard for yourselves and for all the 
flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers” (Acts 20:24). 
The order is significant—unless you are guarding yourself, you jeopardize 
being able to care for others. 

In both life and ministry, you will constantly find yourself weak. Where 
will you find strength? In your determination, in hopeful thinking or in the 
ability to change your circumstances? These are insufficient. Only the grace 
of Christ Jesus that Paul speaks of in 2 Timothy 2:1 can give you the true 
strength you need. 

One of the most frequent exhortations God speaks in his Word is, “Be 
strong.” When Joshua assumed spiritual leadership, he was repeatedly 
exhorted by Moses and by God himself, “Be strong and courageous” (Deut 
31:7, 23; Josh 1:9). Joshua, in turn, charged his army commanders, “Be strong 
and courageous” (Josh 10:25). David also gave this same encouragement, 
writing, “Be strong and let your heart take courage” (Ps 27:14; 31:24). And at 
the end of his life, when he passed his leadership to his son Solomon, David 
told him to be strong and courageous (1 Chron 22:13). Jesus, knowing of 
Peter’s weakness, said, “But I have prayed for you that your faith may not 
fail. And you, when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers” (Luke 
22:32). Likewise, the apostle Paul repeated the command to believers, “Be 
strong” (1 Cor 16:13). 

The phrase “be strong” in 2 Timothy 2:1 is a divine command. The verb 
ἐνδυναμόω is consistently used in the New Testament to refer to spiritual 
strength.4 But this command is in the passive voice. It is better translated, as 
other versions render it, “Be strengthened.” The point is that you cannot 
empower yourself—you must seek God’s strength that is available to you in 
His grace. The present tense of the verb indicates that this is to be an ongoing 
experience—the Lord is saying through His apostle, “Keep on being 
strengthened in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.”5 “It is in union with Christ 
(“in Christ Jesus”) that such empowering grace flows into a believer’s life. 
The believer is to live in such dynamic union with Christ that the flow of this 

 
4George Knight, The Pastoral Epistles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992.), 389. 
5Gordon Fee, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, NIBC (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1988), 
239. 
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grace is unrestricted.”6 To explain and emphasize this truth, the apostle Paul 
does something that he does nowhere else in all of his writings. He gives 
seven vivid word pictures to illustrate the strength that the Lord wants His 
sons to have using the portraits of the teacher, the soldier, the athlete, the 
farmer, the craftsman, the vessel, and the bond-servant. Together, the seven 
images that Paul gives to Timothy form a complete picture of spiritual 
fortitude.  

The Teacher 

The things which you have heard from me in the presence of many 
witnesses, entrust these to faithful men who will be able to teach 
others also (2 Tim 2:2) 

The first portrait of spiritual strength in this passage is the teacher, one 
entrusted with the gift of God’s Word—referred to as “The things which you 
have heard.” The Lord gave you his word as an invaluable treasure—Paul 
calls Scripture “the word of His grace, which is able to build you up” (Acts 
20:32). You have seen in your ministry the marvelous way teaching God’s 
word builds up believers, bringing them spiritual strength. This is God’s 
design; this is why he has entrusted you with his word. 

Teachers are appointed by the Lord “for… the building up of the body 
of Christ” (Eph 4:11-12). Second Timothy 2:2 was written to Timothy, who 
served as a pastor. Yet the ministry of teaching is for all believers as well. Paul 
says to everyone in the church, “Let the word of Christ richly dwell within 
you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another” (Col 3:16). So, 
teaching God’s Word to others is a privilege and joy for all believers. This 
can take many different forms—leading a Bible study, instructing youth, 
discipling a new believer, counseling someone in need and parents teaching 
their children. In everyday conversations as well, there can be the sharing of 
the truths of God’s word. The Lord gives many different opportunities to 
teach one another. This is a primary way that he brings his strengthening 
truth to His people. And this teaching is not just through words but through 
example, which is living out the truths of God’s Word. This is what Paul 
instructed Timothy in his first letter: “Show yourself as a model to those who 
believe in word, conduct, love, faith, and purity” (1 Tim 4:12). 

It is clear how teaching God’s Word brings spiritual strength to others 
who are taught. But what might not be apparent is how instruction brings 
spiritual strength to the teacher himself. As you learn and teach others God’s 
Word, you are fortified in its truths and encouragement yourself. The study 
of Scripture is a great blessing, bringing to yourself the correction, wisdom 
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and encouragement you need—all of which increases your spiritual strength. 
Then, as you teach God’s word, you hear it along with those who listen and 
it ministers to you as well.  

The double-edged word of God has a powerful two-fold effect on the 
one who teaches as well on the one taught. As Scripture testifies, “The soul 
that blesses will be enriched, and he who waters will himself be watered” (Prov 11:25). 
This is a truth you will see in teaching others: As you bring spiritual 
refreshment and blessing to others, your own soul will be spiritually refreshed 
and blessed. 

Significantly, Paul gives this portrait of the teacher first. With all that is 
involved in teaching, this is a preeminent way to be strengthened in the grace 
that is in Christ Jesus. As you study and meditate on God’s Word in order to 
understand it and teach it to others, you will grow in spiritual strength.  

The Soldier 

Suffer hardship with me, as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No 
soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday 
life, so that he may please the one who enlisted him as a soldier. (2 
Tim 2:3-4) 

Like Paul, you may have never been in the military and yet you are familiar 
with the imagery of warfare. Paul frequently uses this image in his letters to 
teach spiritual truth. This next portrait is a reminder that as a believer you are 
a warrior in spiritual battle. For a soldier in combat, the reminders of conflict 
are constant. Similarly, there are reminders every day of the spiritual warfare 
you are in. A combat soldier has a unique mission—it is not an eight-hour 
workday in a comfortable and safe setting. Likewise, as a soldier of Christ, 
you have a unique mission as you battle the daily challenges, temptations and 
attacks in life. 

Soldiers must endure many hardships to fulfill their mission. In war, 
commanders do not want just any soldiers. They want, as Paul writes, good 
soldiers, courageous soldiers. Courageous soldiers are the ones who stand firm 
in battle, who take on difficult assignments and who persevere in hardships. 

Ironically, peace with God is a call to war—with Satan, with the world, 
and even with yourself. You will fight temptations, oppose error, contend 
with doubts, encounter those who resist your ministry, and wrestle with 
emotions that conflict with God’s Word. The war is never over this side of 
heaven—these battles are fought over and over, and courage is needed for 
them. 

Christ Jesus is the greatest example of courage. Despite severe opposition 
and suffering that led to the cross, Jesus boldly said, “For the Lord God helps 
Me, therefore, I am not disgraced; therefore, I have set My face like flint, and 
I know that I will not be ashamed” (Isa 50:7). He found strength in the Father 
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to enable him to be faithful in his mission. Christ epitomized true courage 
and called his disciples to this as well, saying, “In the world you have 
tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). Jesus 
faced the worst of Satan’s assaults and he courageously overcame them all. 
As a believer, you share in his victory and so you can be courageous to 
likewise endure every hardship in life. When Paul tells Timothy, “Suffer 
hardship with me, as a good soldier of Christ Jesus,” it was not an 
exaggeration. Paul experienced the gamut of suffering—opposition, beatings, 
imprisonment and impending death (2 Cor 11:23-27). Yet he confidently 
declared, “But the Lord stood with me and strengthened me” (2 Tim 4:17). 
The Lord gave Paul the courage he needed to endure the extremes of 
hardship. 

Courage is essential for pastoral ministry. You must have fortitude for all 
the challenges and trials you face. You must live by God’s Word rather than 
feelings or opinions. You must have courage of conviction, courage to face 
opposition, courage to hold fast to the truth, and courage to move forward 
in faith even when it’s difficult. 

Looking at Paul’s courageous life, it might seem that he had a naturally 
bold personality. Yet he asks for prayer “on my behalf, to make known with 
boldness the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains; 
that in proclaiming it I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak” (Eph 6:19-20). 
Paul knew that courage was essential for spiritual strength. The reason he was 
able to minister and endure the way he did was because he realized his need 
for courage and sought the Lord for it.  

Courage is God’s gift of grace, not only for hardships but for your 
everyday fears, anxieties, and discouragement. And as you seek courage in 
the Lord and the strength-giving promises of his Word, you will see his power 
perfected in your weakness, and you will be able to help other faltering 
soldiers find renewed courage in Christ Jesus.  

Ask anyone who has served as a soldier, and you will hear that it is not 
just another job. Those who join the military find that life has changed 
dramatically. As a soldier, you cut all ties to the way life has been. You live in 
a different location, you dress differently, and you act differently. You are 
now under the authority of someone who tells you what to do, when to do it 
and how to do it. Do you see how this parallels being a soldier of Christ? 
Your life in the Lord is completely different now from the way it used to be. 
You have a commander and he has a mission for you. He has given you 
orders found in His Word—orders that are always for your good and for his 
glory. 

Being a soldier is not a part-time commitment. It is not that there are not 
other things in your life—such as work, school, family, and relationships. But 
it is that in everything, you are always a soldier on duty for Christ—you are 
single-minded in your devotion to the Lord. 
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The Lord knows that you will struggle with being single-minded, which is 
why James gives a warning against being double-minded. He says the double-
minded person, “is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind” 
(James 1:6). Like ocean waves that go back and forth, the double-minded 
vacillate. When you are double-minded, you want to trust God, but you also 
doubt God. You want to follow Christ, but at times you also are enticed to 
follow after the world.  You may want to be strong, but you find yourself 
living by your feelings. This is why James exhorts, “purify your hearts, you 
double-minded” (James 4:8).  

David understood the danger of double-mindedness. He recognized that 
this is an issue of the heart, which is why he prayed, “Unite my heart to fear 
Your name” (Psalm 86:11). David knew his heart could be fragmented and 
divided in its commitment to God, which would deplete his spiritual strength. 
And so he prayed for the Lord to unite his heart that he might live strong 
and single-minded in his devotion. 

Jesus also taught insightful truth about the heart when He said, “For 
where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matt 6:21). The problem 
with double-mindedness is in treasuring wrong things. To be single-minded 
means that Jesus is the greatest treasure. When this is true, you may be 
tempted, but because Jesus is your first love, you will not be entangled and 
weakened by the affairs of everyday life. 

Jesus is the greatest example of single-mindedness, and he will enable you 
to be single-minded as you look to him for help. As your heart is united, it 
will echo Jesus’ own words to the Father, “Behold, I have come to do Your will” 
(Heb 10:9). This will give you strength, bringing righteous focus and direction 
in life. It will free you from whatever is weakening your devotion, drawing 
you closer to Christ, who is your strength and life. 

The Athlete 

Also if anyone competes as an athlete, he does not win the prize 
unless he competes according to the rules (2 Tim 2:5) 

Along with the imagery of soldiers, athletes were another favorite word 
picture of the apostle Paul to illustrate spiritual truths. An athlete exemplifies 
qualities of sacrifice, fortitude, and commitment. This imagery is used many 
times in the New Testament to convey the life of faith. What can be learned 
from this picture of strength? 

The author of Hebrews uses the image of an athlete running a race when 
he writes, “Let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so 
easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before 
us, fixing our eyes on Jesus” (Heb 12:1-2). This pictures the life of faith as a 
long marathon to be run, a race that takes great effort and endurance. It also 
requires wisdom—you need to get rid of sin that will entangle you and keep 
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you from running. And as this verse states, it is not just sin that will hinder 
you. You also need to lay aside anything else that will be an encumbrance to 
you, even if it isn’t sin. You run focusing on the great goal, which is Jesus 
himself. 

The psalmist says, “I will give you insight and teach you in the way which 
you should go” (Ps 32:8). This is crucial. You can be the fastest athlete at the 
starting blocks, but if you are not running in the right direction, it does not 
matter how fast you can run—you will lose the event. Similarly, you can have 
a lot of good intentions and enthusiasm in your life and ministry, but you 
need the wisdom of God’s Word to give you the right direction. 

In his letter to the Philippians, Paul again uses athletic imagery when he 
says, “One thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to 
what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of 
God in Christ Jesus” (Phil 3:14-15). What is the prize? It is Christ Jesus. If 
you see the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus, becoming like him and 
pleasing Him, it gives you the motivation you need to run the race. You press 
on, which means to seize with eager and strenuous exertion. The command 
is in the present tense in Greek, meaning to continually press on. It is one 
thing to get excited about something and then eventually give out as that 
excitement dissipates and fades. It is something else entirely to continue to 
press on. That takes endurance. 

But do not let the athletic imagery lead you to think that your life with the 
Lord is merely a matter of discipline and determination. As the prophet Isaiah 
points out, even the strongest “grow weary and tired, and vigorous young 
men stumble badly” (Isa 40:30). Your own strength is insufficient to run the 
race of faith. “Yet those who wait for the Lord will gain new strength” (Isa 
40:31).  Literally the Hebrew says that those who wait for the Lord will 
exchange7 their strength. The Lord gives grace to those who trust him so that 
their inadequate strength is exchanged for his mighty, sufficient strength. As 
a result, “They will mount up wings like eagles; you will run and not grow 
weary, you will walk and not be faint” (Isa 40:31).  

It has always been exciting to watch athletes strive and compete against 
each other. But have you thought about what it takes to be an athlete?  It is 
a serious endeavor that requires more than just opportunity and talent. 
Triumphant athletes are the ones who are compelled—they want to win. This 
is what motivates their practice and their performance. 

As a believer, being compelled is also essential for the life God has called 
you to live. The life of faith is competitive, just like in athletics. But unlike 
athletics, the striving is not against others but against yourself. You are your 
most challenging opponent—you must strive against your sin, against your 
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weakness and against your lack of knowledge. You must resist the temptation 
to be complacent. You must be compelled to overcome, learn, grow, and 
persevere. 

That is why Paul likens the Christian life to running a race when he says, 
“I press on toward the goal for the prize” (Phil 3:14). For an athlete, is not enough 
to run—he must press on, he must run with an attitude that is compelled. 
But what is it that motivates athletes? It is the prize that is before them. This 
is the comparison that Paul is making. For an athlete, the prize of winning is 
an earthly reward. For you, the prize is what Paul has just explained in the 
previous verses—“the surpassing value of knowing Christ,” experiencing his power 
and becoming like him (Phil 3:8-10). This was Paul’s joy and hope; this is 
what compelled him. 

This is why Paul wrote, “Not that I have already obtained it or have 
already become perfect, but I press on so that I may lay hold of that for which 
also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus” (Phil 3:12). Paul is saying, “Yes, I have 
come to know Christ Jesus as Lord and Savior, yes, I do have complete 
righteousness in Him. That is where I am positionally. But practically, there 
is more to know of Christ, and there is more spiritual growth that needs to 
happen in my life.” 

The apostle is teaching that spiritual maturity in this life is a goal, it is not 
a final achievement. But this is what spiritual growth is—the process by 
which what is true of you positionally becomes more and more a reality in 
your life experientially. And as you are captivated by the surpassing value of 
knowing Christ, you will be compelled to press on—that word was used of a 
sprinter who ran with all his might. This is the motivation and determination 
that is required and that the Lord will give to you as you trust him for his 
power. 

Having this right perspective will increase your motivation. You will focus 
on what is the priority and be compelled to press on toward the goal for the 
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. And that will increase your 
strength. 

The Farmer 

The hard-working farmer ought to be the first to receive his share 
of the crops (2 Tim 2:6) 

Agricultural images are another picture that the apostle Paul frequently uses 
throughout his letters to explain key spiritual truths. The farmer, just like the 
teacher, soldier, and athlete, must labor with both effort and wisdom to 
accomplish his purpose. 

Have you ever tried to grow something from a seed? The farmer 
understands the effort needed for planting, but he also knows in all that he 
does, it is “God who causes the growth” (1 Cor 3:7). This is a freeing realization.  
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Jesus taught a parable about this truth in Mark 4:26-29: 

The kingdom of God is like a man who casts seed upon the soil; 
and he goes to bed at night and gets up by day, and the seed sprouts 
and grows—how, he himself does not know. The soil produces 
crops by itself; first the blade, then the head, then the mature grain 
in the head. But when the crop permits, he immediately puts in the 
sickle, because the harvest has come. 

It is God who is “the Lord of the harvest” (Matt 9:38) and he has called you 
to labor in his vineyard, to minister his truth and grace, and to share in the 
harvest. As a faithful worker, you are concerned about eternal souls, you feel 
the weight of your responsibility, and you want to see the lost come to faith 
in Christ. But you have no power to change hearts. Impacting lives has 
nothing to do with your resourcefulness, creativity, or talent. Only the Word 
of God can bring light and life. That is the seed that you have been given to 
faithfully sow. So, you do the work God has called you to do and you trust 
him for the work that you can’t do. Like the farmer in the parable, you can 
rest in that understanding and sleep in peace. You trust in the Lord’s promise 
that “he who abides in Me and I in him, he bears much fruit” (John 15:5). 

As a spiritual farmer, you must sow the right seed. Using another 
agricultural image, Paul warns, “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for 
whatever a man sows, this he will also reap” (Gal 6:7). This is a law of the 
harvest. No farmer would ever plant weed seeds along with wheat kernels. 
Yet spiritually, this is what many do. They might overlook their sins of anger, 
pride, impurity and unkindness, thinking that, like seeds, those sins are very 
little. But these tiny seeds grow into large plants with even more seeds. The 
believer will not reap the ultimate consequences of his sin because Jesus has 
already reaped judgment and death on his behalf. But he will reap the earthly 
consequences of his sin—the earthly shame, heartaches, and destruction that 
they bring. 

Conversely, “the one who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit reap 
eternal life” (Gal. 6:8). Even little seeds of trust and obedience yield great 
harvests in your life and the lives of others. Sowing to the Spirit also includes 
seeking and receiving the Lord’s forgiveness for sin—the seeds you have 
sown to the flesh. You already have eternal life through faith in Christ, but 
as you sow to the Spirit you reap the blessings of eternal life—the fruit of the 
Spirit which is “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control” (Gal 5:22-23) and other blessings which will bring 
you spiritual strength. Your faithful labor in ministry will not go unnoticed 
and unrewarded by Jesus. Ask the Lord for his strength that you may 
persevere in planting the right seeds to reap these blessed harvests for his 
glory and your joy. 
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The Craftsman 

Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a worker who 
does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth 
(2 Tim 2:15) 

The next portrait that the apostle uses as an image of spiritual strength is the 
craftsman. Have you ever been disappointed with a product you have 
purchased that turned out to be poorly crafted? The phrase “accurately 
handling” is one word in the Greek (ὀρθοτομέω); it literally means “to cut 
along a straight line.”8Workers in that day who were craftsmen such as 
carpenters, masons and leatherworkers needed to make straight, precise cuts 
for the pieces of their craft to fit together. The word came to signify 
performing any task carefully and accurately. 

Have you watched a craftsman at work? It is quite a sight to witness one 
who is skilled in his craft and to observe the masterful result of his expertise. 
Solomon pondered this and observed, “Do you see a man skilled in his work? 
He will stand before kings” (Prov 22:29). A skilled craftsman receives 
approval from men, which is quite appropriate, as this Scripture declares. But 
the spiritual craftsman has a much higher aspiration than approval from 
men—he desires to receive approval from God himself. The word approved 
that the apostle uses has the meaning of being proven worthy after careful 
scrutiny.  

Reading what Paul wrote to Timothy in this verse, you might get the 
impression that competence leading to approval in God’s kingdom is a matter 
of self-effort and achievement. But this is not the case, as Paul explains, “But 
by the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me did not prove 
vain; but I labored even more than all of them, yet not I, but the grace of 
God with me” (1 Cor 15:10). Just as it is God’s grace alone that accomplishes 
salvation, likewise, it is God’s grace alone that enables everything in the 
Christian life.  

At the moment you placed your faith in Christ, before God, you became 
“holy and beloved” (Col 3:12). You became wholeheartedly accepted and 
approved by God on the basis of the perfect life and substitutionary death of 
Jesus. This is your standing before God, and nothing can change that. Why 
then, does the apostle instruct Timothy to present himself approved to God 
as a worker who does not need to be ashamed? 

Paul answers that in the verses that follow, as he instructs Timothy to 
“continue in the things you learned” (2 Tim 3:14). Along with Timothy and 
every other believer, you have been given Christ Jesus “and in Him you have 
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been made complete” (Col 2:10). There is nothing you can add to this. There 
is nothing that needs to be added to this. God has lavished you with “every 
spiritual blessing” in Christ (Eph 1:3). You can rest and rejoice in his grace. 
You can rely on his grace that infuses and sustains your spiritual strength.  

So being diligent to present yourself approved to God is, as Paul goes on 
to write, simply a matter of continuing in the things you learned from God’s 
Word, living out the reality of your standing before the Lord. It is 
appropriating the riches of every spiritual blessing you have in Christ, serving 
the Lord as a skilled craftsman. As you do this, you will “continue in the faith 
firmly grounded and steadfast, and not moved away from the hope of the 
gospel” (Col 1:23). You will live your life with the approval of God. And you 
will discover that this is what is means to be strengthened in the grace that is 
in Christ Jesus.  

The Vessel  

Now in a large house there are not only gold and silver vessels, but 
also vessels of wood and of earthenware, and some to honor and 
some to dishonor. Therefore, if anyone cleanses himself from 
these things, he will be a vessel for honor, sanctified, useful to the 
Master, prepared for every good work (2 Tim 2:20-21) 

As a new creation in Christ, God has designed you for great purposes as his 
vessel of honor. While this portrait may not seem as inspiring as the others, 
it is fascinating when you understand it. The Lord uses the same word when 
he says Paul “is a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name before the 
Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel” (Acts 9:15). How glorious to be 
chosen by God for his divine purposes! That is your great privilege as a 
pastor. 

Large houses of the rich in those days had many different vessels, such as 
dishes, plates, and containers, which were used for different purposes. 
Articles of gold and silver were very valuable and used for noble purposes to 
serve family and special guests. Other articles were cheap receptacles of wood 
and earthenware. These vessels were used for dishonorable purposes, such 
as disposing garbage and waste. 

The Lord has called you to be a vessel of honor, one that is sanctified. 
This designates something that is set apart for a special purpose. Paul had 
earlier identified that the image of the house illustrates “the household of 
God, which is the church of the living God” (1 Tim 3:15). So, he is explaining 
that the church has both vessels of honor and dishonor. Useful vessels are 
faithful believers who have been sanctified, which means set apart for God. 
These are the trustworthy teachers, good soldiers, persevering athletes, and 
hard-working farmers. They are the vessels that are sanctified for honorable 
purposes, the ones who are greatly useful to the Lord. 
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There is a personal example of this in God’s Word. Paul uses that same 
word “useful” when he writes to Philemon, saying, “I appeal to you for my 
child Onesimus, whom I have begotten in my imprisonment, who formerly 
was useless to you, but now is useful both to you and to me” (Philem 10-11). 
The story is compelling—Onesimus was a slave who stole from his master 
Philemon and escaped to Rome. He was a dishonorable vessel, not useful for 
any good purpose. But in Rome, he met Paul and came to faith in Christ. 
Because of Christ and his sanctifying work, Onesimus was changed and 
returned to Philemon. Because of Jesus, he became a valuable vessel for 
honor, useful to the Master, and prepared for every good work. You were 
once like Onesimus and now you are useful to the Lord. What an 
encouragement that your life now has divine significance and purpose! 

As a vessel of honor, you are sanctified. You were positionally sanctified 
at the moment of salvation, and you are progressively sanctified as you 
continue to grow in fulfilling God’s purpose of righteous living. The result is 
strength, as the apostle prays: “We have not ceased to pray for you… so that 
you may walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please him in all respects, 
bearing fruit in every good work and multiplying in the full knowledge of 
God; being strengthened with all power (Col 1:9-11).  

Continuing his teaching on this portrait of spiritual fortitude, Paul writes, 
“Now flee from youthful lusts and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and 
peace, with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart” (verse 22). The 
apostle is emphasizing the need for strengthening that comes from Christian 
brothers, “those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.” Barna Group 
reports that in 2015, thirty-seven percent of pastors surveyed reported that 
they received support from peers or from a mentor at least several times a 
month. As of 2023, that percentage had dropped to nineteen percent.9  

As Pastor Austin Walker notes, “Isolation is a very real temptation and a 
great danger to any pastor….One of Satan’s ploys is to isolate the man of 
God and if possible drive him to despair and reduce his effectiveness as a 
pastor.”10 The Lord has designed your life and ministry to be with other 
believers so that you will “strengthen and encourage” one another (1 Thess 
3:2). This is God’s pattern for ministry, seen throughout the Scripture—that 
He has his ministers serve with others. Like Moses, you will grow weary in 
ministry, and you will need brothers at your side who will uphold you (Exod 
17:12). Like David, you will face distress and discouragement, and you will 
need someone like Jonathan who will encourage you in the Lord (1 Sam 
23:16). Like Paul, no matter how gifted you are, you need someone with you 
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in your ministry (Acts 13:2; 15:4). If you have a godly wife who shares your 
heart for ministry, thank God for his blessing to you. But your wife should 
not bear the great burdens that will come in your ministry as a pastor. Ask 
him to give you a Barnabas or a Silas who will bring you strength. 

May the Lord give you his grace to grow in being a vessel of honor in 
your ministry, strengthened and prepared for every good work. 

The Bond-Servant 

The Lord’s bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind to 
all, able to teach, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting 
those who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant them 
repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth, and they may 
come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having 
been held captive by him to do his will. (2 Tim 2:24-26) 

The final portrait of spiritual strength is one that, at first glance, seems to be 
the least inspiring of all seven portraits. Bond-servant is a term (δοῦλος) that 
refers to slaves. Despite the conceptions you might have of a slave, during 
Paul’s time, they could have considerable authority—some had positions as 
household overseers and business managers. But all slaves had one thing in 
common: they all were owned by their masters. That corresponds with what 
Paul writes—“you are not your own, for you were bought with a price” (1 
Cor 6:19-20). But how does the image of a slave connect to spiritual strength? 
And how does that correlate with what Jesus says, “No longer do I call you 
slaves, for the slave does not know what his master is doing; but I have called 
you friends” (John 15:15)? 

Before this, Jesus says, “You are My friends if you do what I command 
you” (John 15:14). There is a fascinating parallel to this in the Roman empire. 
In that day, Caesar was the emperor—master of all with absolute authority. 
As a master, he did not owe his slaves an explanation—he simply gave the 
command, and they obeyed. But if Caesar so desired, he could share his 
thoughts and plans with a general or a governor. That elevated the 
subordinate to a new status as a friend with Caesar, who now had the closest 
and most intimate relationship with him.11 But that did not mean that he 
would be out from under the authority of Caesar. No, Caesar was still his 
master. It is the same with you. The Lord wonderfully shares his heart with 
you. Jesus is always your master, but amazingly, he is also your friend. 

The New Testament writers understood their relationship with Jesus this 
way—Paul, Peter, and John all refer to themselves as bond-servants of Christ. 
James, the half-brother of Jesus, begins his epistle writing this: “James, a 
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bond-servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (James 1:1). James could 
have begun his epistle this way: “James, the half-brother of Jesus.” That 
would certainly have grabbed the reader’s attention. But James does not do 
that. Jude, another half-brother of Jesus, also begins his epistle identifying 
himself as a bond-servant. Why did these men introduce themselves this way? 
Although one likely reason was their humility, there is another very important 
consideration. If James and Jude wrote their books as the earthly half-
brothers of Jesus, it would not have been authoritative. But it is very different 
when James and Jude write that they are the bond-servants of Jesus—it 
means they are not writing their own message, but the message of their 
master. And so, it carries his authority. As a pastor, you are a bond-servant 
of Christ and you minister in his authority as you are faithful to his word. 

All people are by nature slaves to sin—a cruel and lethal bondage from 
which there is no escape. Only Jesus can liberate you from this bondage to 
sin and death and make you “free indeed” (John 8:36). So, paradoxically, true 
freedom only comes to those who are the bond-servants of Jesus, as Paul 
makes clear: “But now having been freed from sin and enslaved to God, you 
derive your benefit, resulting in sanctification, and the outcome, eternal life” 
(Rom 6:20). In Christ, you are freed from the present tyranny of sin and its 
ultimate penalty. 

Jesus said, “For I have come down from heaven, not to do My own will, 
but the will of him who sent Me” (John 6:38). The Son delighted in the 
freeing obedience to the Father, and he calls you to share in that joy—being 
a bond-servant and friend of the Lord for His glory and for your joyful 
strength. 

The Rest of the Story 
As previously pointed out, when Paul wrote his last letter in the New 
Testament, he was very concerned about his son in the faith, pastor Timothy. 
Paul wondered if he might falter, as was the case with others—whether from 
fear, apathy, discouragement, or even sin. So, what happened to Timothy? 
Did he falter? Did he fall away? Or was he steadfast, abounding in every good 
work as Paul had hoped? The one biblical clue is in a reference to Timothy 
after Paul’s last letter to him.  That clue is found in the last chapter of the 
book of Hebrews.  

As the author of Hebrews concludes his letter, he writes words that 
parallel Paul’s own encouragement to Timothy: “It is good for the heart to 
be strengthened by grace” (Heb 13:9). The writer also exhorts his readers to 
join in the suffering and reproach of Jesus (verses 12-13). He prays for 
believers, asking that God would “equip you in every good thing to do his 
will, by doing in us what is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ” (verse 
21).  
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It is after these words that the author writes, “Take notice that our brother 
Timothy has been released, with whom, if he comes soon, I will see you” 
(verse 23). The word “released” (ἀπολύω) is used most often in the New 
Testament to refer to releasing from custody those under arrest or 
imprisonment.12 So, Timothy, like his spiritual father Paul, was faithful to the 
Lord even to the point of imprisonment. Timothy did not waver, but was 
strengthened in the grace of Christ Jesus to be steadfast in the ministry the 
Lord gave him. 

Immediately after teaching what it means to be strong in the grace that is 
in Christ Jesus in 2 Timothy 2, the apostle goes on to write, “But realize this, 
that in the last days difficult times will come” (2 Tim 3:1). That word difficult 
(χαλεπός) means “hard to deal with, violent, dangerous.”13 You are living in 
the last days and the season in which you live is indeed difficult and 
dangerous. But the Lord has you here for such a time as this. He promises to 
strengthen you in every situation for every challenge you face. As Paul writes 
several verses later, “You, however, continue in the things you have learned and become 
convinced of” (2 Tim 3:14).  

And so, this is the path of spiritual strength: to continue in the things you 
have learned. Continue to “remember Jesus Christ” (2 Tim 2:8) so that you will 
be empowered by His grace. Continue to “consider” what His apostle has said 
(2 Tim 2:7), trusting that “the Lord will give you understanding” in these portraits 
of spiritual strength: the teacher, the soldier, the athlete, the farmer, the 
craftsman, the vessel and the bond-servant. Continue in the relationships that 
God has given you, “and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, with who call on 
the Lord from a pure heart” (2 Tim 2:22). Continue in your confidence that “The 
Lord knows those who are His” (2 Tim 2:19). Continue in the great hope that, “If 
we endure, we will also reign with Him” (2 Tim 2:12). 

May you be strengthened in all these empowering ways as you continue 
to trust Jesus, the One who has called you to be His pastor and the One who 
will give you staying power in your ministry. Abide in the One who delights 
in you, “for the joy of the Lord is your strength” (Neh 8:10). 
 
 

 
12Philip Hughes, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1977), 593. 
13Walter Bauer, William Arndt, F. Wilbur Gingrich, Frederick Danker, A Greek-
English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1979), 874. 



 

The Pastor’s Duty: Leading by Teaching 

Richard Andrew Zaman* 

Introduction: What’s the Pastor’s Job? 
“So what do you do the rest of the week?” comes the honest, if not naïve, 
question for the pastor. The question suggests, perhaps, little work goes into 
the preparation of an expositional sermon. Furthermore, the inquiry hints 
that many seem to be confused or, at best, unthinking or unsure about what 
a pastor is supposed to be doing, as a shepherd.  

What is the pastor to do? What is his job? What is he supposed to be 
about? If you asked our seminaries, the answer appears to be mixed, and 
rather diverse. For example, one graduate school supplies the pastoral 
student with twelve specializations to hone their ministry focus, from Biblical 
Studies to Christian thought, to Church ministry in the digital age, to global 
studies, to counseling and even healthcare chaplaincy. Furthermore, the 
largest or flagship Evangelical churches deploy their pastoral staff into rather 
specialized ministry areas. One does not find mere “pastor,” on a staff listing, 
but a pastor of “next generation,” or “strategic initiatives,” or a pastor of 
“operations,” or “student ministries,” or an arts and worship pastor, small 
groups pastor, or even a “compassion and justice pastor.” These disparate 
assignments for pastors pose the question: “What duty above all must define 
the pastor’s job?” 

While there may be perceived helps from these specializations, the 
pastor’s assignment must derive from God. The apostle Paul sets out with 
clarity our divine marching orders: “Preach the word” (1 Tim 4:2). The pastor 
must teach and preach the Scripture. If he will not teach the Bible, then 
whatever else he does, he is not pastoring, and he is no pastor.  

The minister must be a teacher of the Scripture, and this labor must 
dominate his pastoral ministry in such a way that, while teaching is not his 
only task, the pastor shepherds the flock in all facets but by the Word of God. 
I will support this claim in three steps. First, I will show that God lays out 
this pastoral mandate to preach and teach the Bible from the pastoral epistles 
themselves. Second, a sound systematic theology demands that pastors teach 
the Scriptures expositionally. Third, the pastors and theologians who have 
passed the gospel down to us have proved themselves to be faithful 
expositors of Scripture in their own ministries. Finally, I will offer three 
actions the modern pastor can take to recenter his own ministry around this 
divine mandate: preach and minister the Word.  

 

 
*Richard Andrew Zaman is pastor-teacher at Grace Bible Church in Midlothian, 
Virginia.   
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Mandate to Minister the Word 
Though numerous scriptural inferences rehearse the pastor’s responsibility 
to teach and preach, Paul’s repeated instructions to Timothy and Titus place 
the task of doctrinal teaching as the principal duty of the pastor. Admittedly, 
teaching will not stand as the shepherd’s lone task. Paul instructs pastor 
Timothy in various responsibilities. And yet, teaching the Word of God is 
that central responsibility that colors all his ministry and care for the flock. 
The apostolic mandate demands that pastors be teachers of the word of God.   

Though not exhaustive, this section surveys Paul’s instructions to 
Timothy and Titus regarding teaching, preaching, “the word,” and doctrine.1 
The canonical order for the most relevant references provides the structure 
for the survey below. 

As he lists the requirements2 for officers in 1 Timothy 3, Paul demands 
that overseers be “able to teach [διδακτικόν]” (1 Tim 3:2). Then in the 
following chapter, the apostle encourages his son in the faith to devote 
himself “to the public reading of Scripture [τῇ ἀναγνώσει], exhortation, and 
teaching [τῇ διδασκαλίᾳ]” (1 Tim 4:13). Paul concludes that section by 
exhorting Timothy to watch his life and doctrine, or teaching (1 Tim 4:16). 
More broadly, he details for Timothy how teaching elders should be viewed 
or compensated: “Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of 
double honor, especially those who labor in preaching [λόγῳ] and teaching 
[διδασκαλίᾳ]” (1 Tim 5:17). Teaching the word of God stands as the 
prominent responsibility for the elder or pastor. 

In his second letter to Timothy, Paul further highlights the importance of 
teaching among the pastor’s duties in the church. He commissions Timothy 
to pass on those doctrines to others. But, the apostle does not envision simply 
a one-time transfer of information. Rather, Timothy must entrust these 
teachings to other men who will then be able to teach [διδάξαι] others (see 2 
Tim 2:2). Teaching and the expectation to pass on that teaching stand as the 
center of the pastor’s charge. Paul also demands precision and accuracy as 
pastors transfer this gospel Word.  In this way, Timothy could be an 
approved and unashamed worker, as one who “rightly handles the word of 
truth” (2 Tim 2:15). A minister’s faithfulness to his calling stands or falls on 
how he handles the Word of God.  

 
1Each verse in the pastorals that contained any of the following words, or its root, 
was examined: κηρύσσω, δῐδάσκω, and λόγος. Of course, as a survey not every 
occurrence in the pastorals could be expounded here. Instead, the references 
explained below proved most pertinent to the question of the pastor’s mandate to 
teach. 
2Note the δεῖ (“it is necessary”) in 1 Timothy 3:1. 
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Soberly then in 2 Timothy 4:1-2 Paul charges Timothy to “preach the 
word.” The grammar of verse two3 and the preceding context4 clarify what 
this “word” [τὸν λόγον] or message is. This “word,” that must be preached, 
refers back to the “Scripture” mentioned in 2 Timothy 3:16. And, this 
scriptural Word is God’s own written revelation that is, first of all, “profitable 
for teaching” [πρὸς διδασκαλίαν]. Even more precisely, Scripture points 
immediately to that “sacred writing” that tells of the gospel, that is “able to 
make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim 3:15). 
Commentator William Mounce summarizes Paul’s argument by saying, 
“Once again Paul is repeating his central theme of the role Scripture and the 
gospel are to play in Timothy’s ministry (cf. 1 Tim 4:6-16; 2 Tim 1:13, 14).”5 
Paul understood the reading, preaching, and teaching of the gospel from the 
Scripture as the foundation and center of the pastor’s ministry to the church.  

Furthermore, a cursory overview of his letter to Titus provides 
confirming testimony that word-ministry should be the pastor’s primary task. 
After listing the ethical requirements for an elder, the apostle concludes with 
a final standard for the church’s leaders: “He must hold firm to the 
trustworthy word as taught [τὴν διδαχὴν], so that he may be able to give 
instruction in sound doctrine [διδασκαλίᾳ] and also to rebuke those who 
contradict it” (Titus 1:9). An elder must hold firmly to the gospel message as 
it has been taught by the apostles.6 Out of this personal conviction, the elder 
is then able to “confront error and teach truth.”7 Furthermore, Paul tells Titus 
specifically to “teach what accords with sound doctrine” (διδασκαλίᾳ) (Titus 
2:1). Throughout his pastoral letters, Paul charges those leading the church 
faithfully and regularly to preach and teach the gospel of Christ found in the 
Scripture. Now, while a minister will be involved in many different tasks and 
seek to guide his church members in numerous and differing life situations, 
the faithful shepherd must bring God’s word to bear in all of them, from the 
way the pastor preaches, teaches, disciples, counsels, even prays, leads, and 
guides. Pastors—to be faithful pastors—must minister, preach, and teach the 
Word. 

Method to Minister the Word 
While the pastor’s chief occupation must be to handle the Word of God, we 
must also ask this question: How should he carry out this task? What does it 

 
3See Daniel B Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the 
New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 220. 
4William D. Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, Word Biblical Commentary, Vol. 46 
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2000), 572. 
5Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 572. 
6George William Knight, The Pastoral Epistles: a Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 293. 
7Mounce, Pastoral Epistles, 392. 
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mean to handle rightly the Word of truth? Systematic theology informs the 
manner and mode for teaching in two significant ways. First, from 
ecclesiology one discovers that Christ rules as Lord of his church. And 
bibliology establishes that Christ exercises his rule in the local church by his 
Word. Thus, the more transparent to the text one’s preaching is, the more 
directly Christ exercises his rule through that preaching.  

A quick look at Paul’s letters testifies to Christ’s lordship over his church 
(see 1 Cor 11:3; Eph 1:22; 4:15; 5:23; Col 1:18; 2:19). As he speaks of Christ’s 
messianic rule, Paul applies this authority to the redeemed people of God in 
the New Covenant: “And he put all things under his feet and gave him as 
head over all things to the church” (Eph 1:22). In Colossians 1:18 the apostle 
connects Christ’s ultimate exaltation (i.e., his preeminence in all things) to his 
prior (or more primary) authority over the church, his body. Furthermore, as 
Douglas Moo notes, this metaphor of a “head of the body” not only 
communicates authority and control; it also refers to that which “provide(s) 
for the [body’s] life and sustenance.”8 Christ’s control through headship 
serves as a fitting metaphor for those in his kingdom who are now under his 
authority. They have been “transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved 
Son” (Col 1:13).9 Christ rules over and so cares for his church. 

Now one must move to this question: “How or by what means does 
Christ exercise his rule in the local church?” Based on statements in the Bible 
like “All Scripture is breathed out by God” (2 Tim 3:16), Wayne Grudem, in 
his Systematic Theology, asserts that “All [Scripture’s] words are the very words 
of God.”10 Consequently then, the Scriptures carry God’s very authority with 
them so that “to disbelieve or disobey,” Grudem contends, “any word of 
Scripture is to disbelieve or disobey God himself.”11 And the logical next step 
would demand that the closer one’s preaching aligns with the original intent 
of God’s Word, the more authority one’s teaching carries as Christ more 
directly exercises His voice over the church. Christ’s authority is mediated 
through the written Word, as it is transparently preached and taught.  

The great systematic theologian of the Reformation, John Calvin, 
understood this connection between the Word written, and the Word taught 
to be so close that “the teaching of Scripture is from heaven” and “God is its 

 
8Douglas Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, PNTC (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2008), 128. 
9For further discussion about Christ’s kingdom here in Colossians, see N. T 
Wright, The Epistles of Paul to the Colossians and to Philemon: An Introduction and 
Commentary, TNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 62–63. 
10Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 76. 
11Grudem, Systematic Theology, 81. 
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Author.”12 Calvin taught that the people must “hear the pastors whom he 
has sent to us…as if Jesus Christ himself spoke to us in person,”13 notes his 
biographer, T. H. L. Parker. So then, Parker continues, the pastor must all 
the more bind his preaching and ministry to Scripture, “and that so closely 
that it must always be exposition of Scripture.”14 The Scripture and its faithful 
exposition brings the voice and glory of Christ most directly to His people.15 
This is expository preaching when the preacher explains the Bible to God’s 
people so that they would hear from Christ.16  

Expository preaching, then, lets Christ rule his church most directly. As a 
particular approach, expository or expositional preaching aims to “expose” 
God’s people, most of all, to the meaning of the God-inspired text. Or, in 
the words of Dever and Gilbert, “Expositional preaching is preaching in 
which the main point of the biblical text being considered becomes the main 
point of the sermon being preached.”17 The shape and intentions of the 
biblical text being preached constrain the thrust, intent, and flow of the 
sermon manuscript. The preacher’s voice should not rule in the church; 
Christ’s voice must. This commitment drives the expositor to check his 
thoughts and words by the boundaries of the inspired text’s divine intention. 
In the words of John Currie, “Expository preaching treats the text of 
Scripture as sovereign over the sermon because the God who inspired the 
text is the sovereign.”18 Christ must rule His church, and Christ exercises that 
rule by His written, divine Word. As mere stewards then, the pastor’s job 

 
12John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford 
Lewis Battles, The Library of Christian Classics v. 20-21 (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1960), 78. 
13 T. H. L. Parker, Calvin: A Biography (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 
2006), 117. 
14Parker, Calvin, 117. 
15Parker articulates Calvin’s theology this way: “In the Holy Scriptures and in the 
proclamation that faithfully interprets the Holy Scriptures, God himself speaks,” 
(Calvin, 116–17). 
16Wayne Grudem unpacks the mechanism of expository preaching in the following 
explanation: “Essentially [the greatest preachers] stood in the pulpit, pointed to the 
biblical text, and said in effect to the congregation, ‘This is what this verse means. 
Do you see that meaning here as well? Then you must believe it and obey it with all 
your heart, for God himself, your Creator and your Lord, is saying this to you 
today!’” (Systematic Theology, 82). 
17Mark Dever and Greg Gilbert, Preach: Theology Meets Practice (Nashville: B & H, 
2012), 36 
18John Currie, The Pastor as Leader: Principles and Practices for Connecting Preaching and 
Leadership (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway, 2024), 142. 
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must be to let Christ speak, and so the man of God must commit to 
expositional preaching.19  

In a way then, biblical exposition should fuel a shepherd’s entire ministry, 
even if his immediate pastoral task is not preaching itself. That is, the most 
helpful counsel a pastor can provide will be guided by Scripture. The most 
faithful advice a shepherd can offer in counseling will be derived from the 
Bible. The greatest reassurance and hope a minister can provide will be from 
truths discovered in Word of God. Whatever tasks and responsibilities he 
may encounter, the faithful pastor will connect Christ’s people to Christ’s 
Word because this is the clearest way for them to hear their Shepherd’s voice. 

Mantle to Minister the Word 
The discipline of historical theology further marks out faithful Bible 
exposition as the pastor’s foremost responsibility in the church. The pastors 
who rediscovered, stewarded, defended, and transmitted the gospel ministry, 
especially those from generally Reformed and Evangelical circles, set an 
example of faithful biblical exposition. As Paul taught Timothy, who in turn 
was to teach others, who would still teach others themselves, two notable 
shepherds stand forth, as having passed on the mantle for pastors to be, 
principally, expositors of Scripture: John Calvin and John Owen.  

Understanding that God speaks today through his Word, Calvin 
unswervingly devoted himself to the consecutive, exposition of Scripture, 
book-by book, throughout his ministry.20 John Piper explains that after taking 
nearly five years to preach through Acts, Geneva’s pastor “went on to the 
epistles to the Thessalonians (forty-six sermons), Corinthians (186 sermons), 
the pastoral epistles (eighty-six sermons), Galatians (forty-three sermons), 
Ephesians (forty-eight sermons)… On the weekdays during that season he 
preached 159 sermons on Job, 200 on Deuteronomy, 353 on Isaiah, 123 on 
Genesis.”21 John Currie, summarizes Calvin’s workload: “John Calvin 
preached an average of ten sermons every fortnight, besides several weekly 
lectures and other Bible studies.”22 The Reformer’s theological commitment, 
namely that “In the pulpit Christ must preside,”23 drove Calvin to relentless 

 
19In his own book on preaching, Albert Mohler draws the connection this way: 
“Standing on the authority of Scripture, the preacher declares a truth received, not 
a message invented. The teaching office is not an advisory role based in religious 
expertise but a prophetic function whereby God speaks to His people” (He Is Not 
Silent: Preaching in a Postmodern World [Chicago: Moody, 2008], 72. 
20Parker describes Calvin’s approach as preaching “through whole books of the 
Bible Sunday after Sunday or day after day,” (Parker, Calvin, 117). 
21John Piper, The Legacy of Sovereign Joy: God’s Triumphant Grace in the Lives of Augustine, 
Luther, and Calvin (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway, 2006), 139. 
22Currie, The Pastor as Leader, 127. 
23Parker, Calvin, 123. 
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biblical exposition. His theology, and much more his example, should drive 
modern pastors to the same commitment, if not the same output. John Owen 
is also an excellent example for modern pastors. 

The primacy of the Word stands as, perhaps, the greatest emphasis of 
John Owen’s teaching ministry. He vaulted the Word’s importance among 
the pastor’s duties in, as he spent many years training future pastors. “The 
first and principal duty of a pastor,” Owen asserted, “is to feed the flock by 
diligent preaching of the word.”24 The Puritan Doctor consistently set forth 
the ministry of the Word as the pastor’s primary charge.  

As he equipped future ministers, Owen pressed the teaching of the 
Scriptures as the pastor’s supreme duty. “Nor is it required only that he 
preach now and then at his leisure, but that he lay aside all other 
employments, though lawful, all other duties in the church, as unto such a 
constant attendance on them as would divert him from this work.”25 Even if 
a pastor becomes ill or disabled in such a way that he can no longer preach 
the Scripture, “it is [his] duty,” Owen asserts, “to lay down and take a 
dismission from [his] office.”26 Even still, the supremacy of preaching to the 
pastor’s charge cannot be said, perhaps, more strongly than this: “For men 
to pretend themselves pastors of the church, and to be unable for, or 
negligent of, this work and duty, is to live in open defiance of the commands 
of Christ.”27 A pastor is a minister of the Word first and foremost, such that 
if he will or cannot teach the Scriptures, then he is no pastor. 

Faithful in Our Pastoral Duty 
Teaching the Scriptures, then, must dominate the pastor’s focus if he would 
be faithful to his pastoral calling. Let us move to three suggested practices 
that, if followed, will help the pastor maintain a proper aim on teaching the 
Scriptures. First, the pastor does well to prioritize his time to teach faithful, 
and compelling expositions. Second, the teaching pastor must make an effort 
to make evident progress in his teaching. Third, a faithful pastor will equip 
aspiring and future pastors in this labor of teaching. He must pass on this 
essential task of teaching the Scriptures to the next generation of leaders in 
Christ’s church, if this work will faithfully continue. 

Prioritize Your Time 
Despite the many demands on his time, the minister’s duty to preach cannot 
be sidelined—if he would be a faithful pastor. He will have to guard the use 
of his time to ensure ample opportunity for studying the Scriptures. The 

 
24 John Owen, The Works of John Owen, vol. 16, The Church and the Bible, ed. William 
H. Gould (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 2006), 74. 
25 Owen, The Church and the Bible, 75. 
26 Owen, The Church and the Bible, 75. 
27 Owen, The Church and the Bible, 75. 
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teaching elder will, undoubtedly, then have to say “No” to many right and 
good pastoral works from time to time. This priority does not suggest that 
teaching and preparing to teach is all the pastor must do.28 Furthermore, crisis 
situations arise unexpectedly in the sheep’s lives. These pastoral emergencies, 
from hospital visits and funerals to crisis counseling situations, press into a 
pastor’s time. Such occasions cannot be helped. The hurting or wandering 
sheep cannot be neglected. But the faithful man can “set the pace” for his 
weekly schedule. Time to study the Word each week must be blocked off, 
and protected vigilantly. Many other tasks can be put off, rescheduled, or 
reassigned to others, but the duty to preach must be prioritized, as the man 
of God sets aside time each week to study, prepare, and preach. 

For many pastors and our churches, this dedication to Word ministry will 
prove a significant mindset shift. To accompany that shift, rename your 
office, whether it is at the church building or in your home, to a “study.” Do 
not have office hours, as much as you have “study” hours, and zealously 
guard those dedicated hours for study. You are a pastor and this means your 
calling is to shepherd God’s people by feeding them the Word of God. The 
sheep need that Word more than whatever else they think they need. Not to 
mention a regular diet of the Word will so nourish God’s people to better 
weather the spiritual illnesses and temptations they encounter. Do not 
apologize for your hours of study that keep you away from attending to other 
matters. Forecast to the congregation even the importance of preaching the 
Scriptures by putting forward in your office and what you do, namely that 
you study and teach the Word.  

Progress in Your Teaching 
After urging Timothy to not neglect his gift to bring God’s message to God’s 
people, the apostle Paul charges him: “Practice these things, immerse yourself 
in them, so that all may see your progress” (1 Tim 4:15). So, in the first place, 
practice these things. Be committed to teaching the Word, to studying the 
Word, and to preaching it regularly and often. In a phrase, get your “reps.” 
Endeavor to provide more and more avenues to minister the Word. You will 
serve the church by putting the Word before them while also serving yourself 
by gaining experience and skill through “practice.” Show your progress in 
your usefulness with the Scriptures. 

However, few pastors will make any measurable progress if they do not 
submit their preaching to some kind of regular assessment or instruction. 
One could pursue more formal education, like seminary or Bible college. 

 
28Currie agrees as he offers this caveat: “A pastor needs to devote the best and the 
bulk of his time to preparation and delivery of messages from God’s word. This is 
not the same as isolating himself in self-indulgent bookishness that neglects his 
people’s needs and his other leadership duties” (Pastor as Leader, 138). 
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Otherwise, Simeon Trust offers “workshops” for Bible teachers to present 
expositions and receive feedback.29 Constructive input, perhaps, rises as the 
pastor’s greatest need to aid his preaching. Otherwise, the laboring teacher 
may receive little feedback of any substance beyond, “Thanks for the sermon 
pastor!” As much as such general encouragements are appreciated, such 
responses provide little aid in helping the pastor tangibly change, adapt, and 
improve. Get feedback on your preaching from other elders and preachers. 
Go to a workshop. Solicit another pastor, say from another church in town, 
or a former seminary colleague, pointers about how to make your preaching 
better.   

But this progress, too, rests upon two crucial assumptions. First, the 
pastor, as a man of integrity, regularly must repent and live out what he 
teaches. The unmoved student of Scripture proves the lousiest of shepherds 
for he does not walk with the sheep to the greener pastures God is leading 
them. The teaching-but-not-doing-pastor does not know how to get them 
there because he has never walked that path. It is by no accident that all but 
one of the requirements for pastors relate to a man’s character (see 1 Tim 
3:1-7 and Titus 1:5-9).  

Second, the studious pastor must still be engaged with his flock. If the 
preparation for sermons has only ushered the preacher away from his flock, 
and locked him into his study, that man has become improperly devoted to 
teaching, and that to the neglect of his overall shepherding duties. The church 
needs to see the truths of Scripture not only taught but modeled, as Jesus 
demonstrated for us (see John 13:15), or the apostle Paul did for the 
Thessalonians (1 Thess 2:9). Faithful, accurate sermons are not enough. As 
Paul urged pastor Timothy, life and doctrine must each receive the pastor’s 
utmost attention: “Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. 
Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers” 
(1 Tim 4:16). And the church must see and observe that growth, attention, 
and progress, as you shepherd them in all of life, not just from nine to noon 
on Sunday morning. 

Pass on the Task 
The church’s long-term health will surely depend on a regular diet of the 
Word. Hence the pastor-teacher cannot neglect to train future laborers in the 
task of teaching and preaching. Two approaches show themselves as faithful 
steps forward for equipping future ministers. First, support and send your 
best, gifted young men to Bible colleges and seminaries. Seminaries still 
provide instruction and expertise in biblical languages, exegesis, and 
theological precision that a local church often cannot replicate. Send the 
godliest and brightest to these pastoral training schools—men with a focus 

 
29 See https://simeontrust.org. 
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on equipping the man to exposit Scripture. If the Lord has yet to raise us 
such men in your midst, urge the church to support seminaries financially. 
Pray for the seminaries publicly. Request a seminarian to intern, pulpit supply, 
or visit your fellowship.  

And yet, while seminaries are valuable with something to offer, Christ 
builds his church and gifts men to shepherd. He does not commission or 
build seminaries, per se. In other words, the task for training future pastors 
has been entrusted to the hands of today’s ministers and churches (2 Tim 
2:2). The faithful minister must target aspiring men and equip them to teach 
the Scriptures and then disciple, train, and entrust them with the gospel, the 
skills to teach, and opportunities to get “reps” and serve in the congregation. 
Of course, coupling such mentorship with formal education when possible 
may well prove the best of both worlds—providing technical skills, but also 
practical, pastoral experience. But, whatever precisely the approach, a faithful 
pastor cannot merely study to prepare sermons for his current flock; he must 
also prepare men to preach future sermons, lead future churches, and 
shepherd the people of God by the Word of God.  

The faithful pastor will prove to be an expositor of Scripture driven by 
the conviction that when he preaches, he is opening the Word of God to 
God’s people. He will aalso be compelled by a stewardship to train up more 
ministers of Christ’s Word. This mantle has been handed down, and it must 
not die in our hands. Rather we train men as if lives depended on it, because 
eternal souls indeed do: “Keep a close watch on yourself and on the teaching. 
Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers” 
(1 Tim 4:16). Pastors, shepherd and guide the flock in all areas of life, but let 
it all be done by the word of God. 
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the field of the philosophy of religion and apologetics, specializing in his 
version of the kalam cosmological argument. This reviewer studied theology 
and philosophy under Craig as a college student in 1986-1987. I have closely 
followed his work since then, staying in touch with him with regard to his 
developing views in various areas of theology, most recently having had a 
personal conversation with him in November, 2023 at the Evangelical 
Theological Society Annual Meeting (San Antonio, TX), and in May, 2024 
through an email exchange on the topic of apologetics.  

This recent book on the subject of Adam and the book of Genesis is an 
anomaly for the typical Craig book, as he usually stays in his lane addressing 
topics commensurate with his training and research over the past fifty-plus 
years, namely, apologetics and philosophy proper. He acknowledges up-front 
that he is writing this book outside his area of specialization, as he admits 
that he is not an Old Testament scholar or a scientist (xi). Nevertheless, this 
whole book is about grappling with the Old Testament and its relationship 
to science, and particularly origins.   

Before confronting Craig’s controversial thesis presented in the book, the 
Bible-believing Christian is first thrown off-kilter by the title and the picture 
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on the front cover. The title alleges there is a “quest” to find the “historical” 
or “real” Adam, implying that a straight-forward reading of the Bible, 
beginning in Genesis, will not suffice in giving the needed information to 
figure out who Adam really was. Those familiar with modern theological 
history know the word “quest” refers to a formal movement among liberal 
and German higher-critical scholars of the Bible. Two landmark books by 
Albert Schweitzer (The Quest of the Historical Jesus, 1906) and James Robinson 
(A New Quest of the Historical Jesus, 1959) popularized the academic liberal 
“quest” movement. The “quest” to discover the real Jesus was a byproduct 
of skeptical, Enlightenment thought and, more specifically, influenced by 
seventeenth-century deist scholars who argued that a real biography and 
portrait of who Jesus was and what he did cannot be found in the Gospels 
of the Bible. The Bible is not reliable history. One must get “beyond” or past 
the Bible to discover the true Jesus. “Quest” Bible scholars rejected biblical 
inspiration, as well as the historicity, sufficiency, and perspicuity of the Bible. 
Knowing the skeptical stigma related to theological “quests,” one wonders 
before even reading if Craig embraces a higher-critical view of the Bible.   

Next is the book’s cover that sports an enlarged glossy, AI-looking face 
of a caveman, with a naked shoulder exposed. Is Craig going to argue that 
Adam was some sort of caveman? That is what I thought when I first saw 
the cover.       

On to the content of the book. By way of overview, Craig’s book has 
thirteen chapters. In the first chapter, Craig sets the table for how he will 
proceed with hermeneutics and rhetoric. Chapters 2-7 (35-244) cover Craig’s 
rendition of selective biblical data pertinent to human origins. Chapters 8-12 
(245-362) cover what he calls “scientific evidence” for the same. The last 
chapter, 13, is his conclusion based on the preceding.   

In the Preface Craig notes two main competing views of Adam in the 
church. There is the long-standing “traditional” view which says Adam and 
Eve were created a few thousand years ago and were the original human pair. 
This has been the dominant view in church history. More recently, the 
“revisionist” view has arisen in various forms as an alternative to the 
“traditional” view. The common denominator of the various revisionist 
views is that they don’t take Genesis 1-3 literally.   

For the discerning Christian, chapter 1 may be the most important in the 
book, for here Craig reveals his presuppositions and ultimate commitments. 
It is a dense chapter. Out of the gate Craig argues for an allegorical/non-
literal interpretation of Genesis after the model of Origen (3-4). He next 
asserts that the doctrine of origins is not a “central” doctrine of the Christian 
faith and minimizing its importance does not impinge on salient doctrines, 
such as the Trinity or the incarnation (4). Theologians (men like D. A. Carson 
and William Barrick) who argue that a literal Adam and a literal Genesis 1-3 
are essential to preserving the doctrine of the atonement and original sin 
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“overreach” and overstate the case and are in fact “alarmists” (5). Craig 
dogmatically asserts that the doctrine of original sin is not essential and lacks 
biblical warrant. He hunkers down even further, alleging that Paul “did not 
teach” that Adam’s sin was imputed to his descendants, nor did Adam’s sin 
result in the corruption of human nature (6). Holding to a mere “universal 
wrongdoing” apart from any association with a historical Adam and Eve is 
all that is required, according to Craig.  

Next Craig (still in chapter 1) reveals that he is not a “traditionalist” with 
concerning Genesis 1-11. He rejects a recent creation, six literal consecutive 
days in Genesis 1, Adam and Eve as the original pair of humans, a literal 
Garden of Eden, a literal tree of knowledge, a worldwide flood, a literal 
Noah’s ark, and a literal Tower of Babel. He calls these beliefs “objectionable 
doctrines” (10). Young earth creationists’ view of science is “wildly 
implausible” (13) and their views of the text of Genesis are “bizarre” (14). 
They are clearly unscientific. He admits that Jesus seemed to teach these 
doctrines. But Craig affirms the sinlessness and omniscience of Jesus. So, 
there is a dilemma. His solution is his proposal that Jesus wielded the novel 
“Maddy” hermeneutic (11). This is the notion that Jesus accepted and taught 
the objectionable doctrines listed above, but Jesus did not personally believe 
them. They served as useful pedagogical tools. Craig asserts one can “accept 
the axioms of a theory” while “not” maintaining “belief in the axioms of a 
set theory” (11). Or, maybe the ends justify the means? 

Next, Craig says that “Gen 1-11 need not be taken literally” (14). Craig 
claims the original author of Genesis 1-11 (not Moses) did not intend Genesis 
to be understood literally but as mythology (16). Genre determines meaning, 
not context. We can thank “modern literary criticism” for now allowing us 
to properly understand the mythical and symbolic nature of Genesis 1-11. 
On page 18, Craig explicitly answers the question I originally had when I first 
read the title of the book with the word “quest” in it. I asked myself, “Does 
Craig espouse a liberal, higher-critical approach to Genesis?” He answers 
enthusiastically in the affirmative. He praises the “undeniable achievements 
of historical-critical scholarship” and says only a fool would “disdain such 
achievements.” He then goes on to say his formal hermeneutical approach 
follows “canonical criticism” that arose in the 1980s (19). The remainder of 
chapter 1, pages 20-31, is given to “contextualizing Adam and Eve.” Genesis 
1-11 is distinct from Genesis 12-50 and the rest of the Pentateuch. Genesis 
1-11 should be read in tandem with Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) myths, 
such as the Epic of Gilgamesh (23). We need to abandon our Western mindset 
of how we view history to properly understand Genesis 1-11. We need to 
interpret Genesis 1-11 through the eyes and worldview of Ancient 
Mesopotamian and Egyptian myths. Craig closes the chapter exhorting the 
reader to read the primeval history of Genesis 1-11 “within its ANE cultural 
context” (31).  
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Having established his presuppositions and hermeneutical commitments, 
Craig furthers his thesis in Chapter 2 as he develops his idea of ancient myth 
and seeks to peg Genesis 1-11 in that hole. The stories of Genesis 1-11 are 
ancient myths but done Israelite style. Myths are stories, legends, and 
folktales known for their “family resemblances” (43). The New Testament 
Gospels are in the same genre and have “family resemblances” to other 
ancient myths. As such, the Gospels can be labeled “ancient biography” (44). 
We are indebted to twentieth-century critical scholars like Burridge and 
Fowler for discovering for the first time in church history that the Gospels 
are mythical ancient biographies. Craig closes chapter 2 by delineating a 
tenfold grid of the characteristics of ancient myth by which he will filter 
Genesis 1-11 in the next chapters (46). The distinctive traits that constitute 
ancient myth are as follows: (1) narrative; (2) traditional stories; (3) 
sacredness; (4) belief; (5) deities; (6) primeval narratives; (7) etiology; (8) ritual; 
(9) desacralization; (10) fantasy.           

In Chapter 3, Craig filters Genesis 1-11 through the grid of the first six 
myth traits. He concludes Genesis 1-11 is six-for-six, and is thus myth. Some 
salient allegations along the way that he makes about Genesis include the 
following: Genesis 1-11 is stylized prose narrative, “bordering on poetry” 
(48), and a sacred preamble to Genesis 12-50 (54); the tôledôth marker is 
acknowledged but Craig says dogmatically that “it does not determine the 
structure” of Genesis (48); and several pages are dedicated to reviving, 
legitimizing, and applying the archaic and defunct Wellhausen Documentary 
Hypothesis to the text of Genesis. For Craig, Genesis is a mosaic cobbled 
together by various unknown “redactors” (49) over centuries and not a 
unified Mosaic work finalized in 1400 BC. These later redactors “reshaped” 
in written form what the earlier oral traditions said about the same events 
(49). Craig’s redaction view of Genesis is, supposedly, “today virtually 
unanimously acknowledged” by “scholars” (51, 54).  

In Chapter 4, Craig filters Genesis 1-11 through traits seven through ten 
of the myth detector stratagem, and once again, he concludes Genesis 1-11 
fits the bill perfectly for being labeled as “myth” (131). And he says a couple 
of times in chapters 3 and 4 that the Israelites “believed” the legendary stories 
of Genesis 1-11 even though they were myths (54, 131). Genesis 1 and 2 are 
etiological accounts to explain the origin of the cosmos and humanity and 
the two chapters are complementary with a different focus or scope (88-89). 
Chapter 3 is an etiology of human misery (95). Every major story in Genesis 
1-11 is chalked up to be an etiology (98). The six consecutive days of Genesis 
1 are neither ordinary solar days nor long ages but are “mythological” and 
“fantastic” (110). The serpent of Genesis 3 is also mythological, symbolic and 
not literal (113). The four rivers mentioned by name in Genesis 4 are 
“fantasy,” a comingling of myth and factual geography (119). The long life 
spans of antediluvians are fantastic and mythological (120). As for Noah and 
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the ark account, Craig says the story and a universal flood is “impossible.” 
Hugh Ross says so (121). The whole Noah account is myth (128). The idea 
that the Tower of Babel story reflects true history is “palpably false” (129). 
As for the age of the earth, Craig closes the chapter by resorting to 
condescending, ad hominem attacks against young earth creationists, 
dismissing their views out of hand with rhetoric, not exegesis or facts, and 
concludes that they “are living in a different universe than the rest of us” 
(131). To take any of the events of Genesis 1-11 literally is “palpably false” 
(131).       

In Chapter 5, Craig labors long to explain why the genealogies in Genesis 
are “mytho-history” and have no interest in depicting straightforward history. 
Genesis genealogies are like the mytho-history found in Homer’s Iliad (153). 
The tôledôth occurrences in Genesis do not mark the structure of the book. 
To think so is “careless…misleading…and grossly mistaken” (133). The 
French scholar Matthieu Richelle says so (134). The structure of Genesis is 
to be determined by literary analysis. L. A. Turner said so (135). The 
genealogies are used to make history out of myth (156). The Hebrews 
combined myth with genealogies to accomplish an etiological purpose for 
Genesis 1-11 (157).  

Chapter 6 is a very long, complicated chapter arguing a simple point. Craig 
avers that Genesis 1-11 need not be taken literally because it is myth (198), 
and instead should be understood with inherent “plasticity and flexibility” 
(191). This is how the Hebrews understood the myth of Genesis 1-11. They 
believed the myths were their authority, standard, and guide but they did not 
believe the myths were true (158).   

In chapter 7 Craig argues that the New Testament authors referred to 
Adam by way of “illustration” whether they believed Adam was a real person 
or not (210). Even Jesus used the figure of Adam from the Genesis myth for 
its pedagogical utility and explanatory power, despite the non-historical 
nature of the Genesis account (221). Although Paul talked about the serpent 
who deceived the woman (cf. 2 Cor 11:3), it does not mean Paul believed 
there was a real snake (222). He was just being “illustrative.” Paul probably 
did not believe in the historicity of Adam as rendered in Genesis (229). We 
are not sinners because sin or a corrupt nature was inherited from a real 
Adam. We sin because we have a “evolutionary biological propensity to 
selfishness” (231). We can “override” this tendency with “free will” (231). 
Physical death is not a result of Adam’s sin (235). Adam and Eve were mortal 
due to their physical, material constitution at the time of creation, not due to 
their sin (236). Romans 5 and 1 Corinthians seem to affirm a historical 
progenitor of the entire human race though (242). Paul seems to affirm a 
historical, but elusive, Adam of sorts.     

In the rest of the book, chapters 8-12, Craig argues from modern 
evolutionary “science” to pinpoint a timeframe for the historical Adam. The 
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Bible does not tell us “when” humanity originated since Genesis 1-11 is myth. 
Human origins is a scientific question, not a biblical one (245). In chapter 8 
Craig says modern science proves humans originated more than 300,000 
years ago (261). In Chapter 9 Craig argues that Neanderthals belong to the 
family of true humanity, because modern paleoneurology says so (265, 279). 
In Chapter 10 Craig avers that archaeology proves that Homo heidelbergensis 
also belongs in the human family, thus pushing human origins back at least 
500,000 years ago (287, 301). In Chapter 11 Craig examines symbolic 
behavior in light of archaeology and genetics to assign human cognitive 
capacities to Neanderthals and Denisovans (329). In Chapter 12 Craig argues 
that Homo sapiens and Neanderthal came from Homo heidelbergensis (330). We 
all evolved from Homo heidelbergensis over 700,000 years ago (357). Science 
proves the original Adam and Eve came from monkeys and were themselves 
a form of cavemen. Modern, evolutionary, secular science says so (358). This 
coincides with Craig’s glossy picture of the caveman on the cover of the 
book.  

Craig closes the book with chapter 13, summarizing his findings. He 
surmises that Adam and Eve evolved from a pool of lesser hominins about 
a million years ago (363, 376, 380). The original Adam and Eve were made in 
the image of God, as were the Neanderthal and other archaic humans. They 
became the image of God through Darwinian evolution and God’s 
intervention, whether it was natural or miraculous. We don’t know. Craig 
includes a picture of the original Adam-caveman based on an artist’s 
rendition. The likeness is akin to the cavemen portrayed in the fictitious 1981 
film, Quest for Fire, or Mel Brooks’ outlandish comedy, The History of the World 
Part 1, released in the same year. In the end, Genesis is perfectly compatible 
with modern evolutionary theory because Genesis 1-11 is myth and is not 
concerned with origins. Craig concludes the book by saying, “the quest of 
the historical Adam will doubtless never be concluded in our lifetime—or in 
anyone’s lifetime, for that matter” (380). I would summarize Craig’s main 
argument in this book as follows: “Darwinian evolution is true; Genesis 1-11 
is myth; and humans came from monkeys a million years ago.” 

It is alarming how far Craig has defected from biblical orthodoxy since he 
was my college theology professor in 1986. His textbook for our class was 
the classic by Bruce Milne, Know the Truth, a solid, mainstream, relatively 
conservative book on the Christian faith that affirmed inspiration, inerrancy, 
and the historical-grammatical hermeneutic. I still have the book and the 
notes I wrote in it from Craig’s class. Ironically in 1986, Craig was a vocal 
critic of theistic evolution and those who undermined inerrancy, and he was 
vehemently opposed to the higher-critical theology teachers in the Old 
Testament department at Westmont where he was a professor at the time. I 
was being taught JEPD in my OT class and Craig was warning me and other 
students of its folly and its threat to biblical integrity. For years he was 
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adamantly opposed to women being pastors because of Paul’s argument in 1 
Timothy 2, where the apostle said Eve was deceived, not the man. Craig at 
the time took Genesis 1-3 at face value, as real history. Fast forward thirty-
five years and Craig has done a full 180, fully embracing all the main features 
of what J. Gresham Machen denounced over a century ago as dangerous 
liberal theology.1 And that is what Craig’s book on Adam is—it is dangerous. 
Not only do I not recommend this book, but I also think it is very dangerous 
in light of how popular and influential Craig is in the Evangelical community. 
I will warn as many Christians as I can about the folly and deception of this 
harmful account that distorts the true meaning of Genesis. This was a 
difficult, tedious book to read. That may be the silver lining here. Most 
Christians will not have the stamina or patience to wade through the 
complicated, elitist, and prolix arguments that fill the book with each point 
Craig wants to make. Craig does not do biblical exegesis but rather relies on 
his skills of rhetorical persuasion. Sadly, he routinely resorts to sweeping ad 
hominem swipes toward his theologically conservative detractors to silence 
their views. Millions of young-earth creationists who love Christ fill churches 
across the world and faithfully advance the Great Commission. Craig finds 
them “bizarre” and an embarrassment to the faith. Craig has his guns pointed 
in the wrong direction. Such a condescending and judgmental attitude toward 
other believers does not advance and preserve Christian unity that pleases 
Christ (cf. John 17).    

Those who want to know what the Bible actually says about Genesis 1-
11 and Adam are referred to many great books that have been written by 
actual scientists (which Craig is not) and qualified Hebrew exegetes (which 
Craig is not) who interact with the text of sacred Scripture, mining the truth 
of God as he directly gave it through inspiration. Some reliable resources 
related to Genesis 1-11 include Abner Chou’s, What Happened In the Garden?; 
John MacArthur’s, The Battle for the Beginning; Terry Mortensen’s, Coming to 
Grips with Genesis: Biblical Authority and the Age of the Earth; Douglas Kelly’s, 
Creation and Change; Vern Poythress’, Interpreting Eden: A Guide to Faithfully 
Reading and Understanding Genesis 1-3; William Barrick’s chapter in Four Views 
on the Historical Adam; and Andrew A. Snelling’s, Foundations in Genesis: A 
Geologist’s Perspective.    
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1J. Gresham Machen, Theology and Liberalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009).  
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Questions about authority crop up everywhere today. Churches have seen 
increased awareness and debate about abuse—whether spiritual, spousal, or 
sexual. Our polarized political climate and concerns about the collapse of 
classical liberalism have brought political theology into fresh prominence. 
Further from the leading edge, decades-old debates about gender roles and 
childrearing, as well as centuries-old arguments about church polity, seem to 
continue unabated. 

Into this fray, Jonathan Leeman has offered a biblical, theological, and 
practical study of authority to argue two central points. First, all human 
authority is accountable to God’s authority. Second, authority is a tool for 
fostering life and flourishing for those under it (101). 

On the first point, Leeman shows that “good human authority is never 
absolute” (11). All human authority and submission take place in the shadow 
of God’s overarching rule over his creatures. This fact entails two 
implications for authority. First, all sin constitutes a misuse of authority 
because it rebels against the God who created and commissioned us as his 
image-bearing rulers (Gen 1:28) (9, 22).  

The second implication is that what we think about authority reflects what 
we think about God (14). Whereas some other cultures are prone to 
authoritarian tendencies, Americans tend to despise authority (8). Since 
authority comes from God, this antipathy is a theological and spiritual 
problem. 

On Leeman’s second central argument, some of our modern skepticism 
of authority is a backlash against its many abuses. Leeman acknowledges this 
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problem but directs us back to God for its resolution. Authority is from God, 
and it is good. The fix for the abuse of authority is not no authority, but good 
authority. Amid all the contemporary talk about abuse, few have commended 
the balm of healthy authority in its rightful place (6–7). Therefore, a goal of 
this book is to answer what distinguishes good authority from bad (12). 

Since all authority reflects God’s overarching rule, then good human 
authority imitates God’s. In short, “good, godly authority ‘authors’ life” (8). 
Even when authority must correct and sting, it always does so in the pursuit 
of broader life-giving aims (9). Leeman is convinced that the most secure and 
satisfying antidote to life-stealing abuse is the real good that it counterfeits: 
“God gave us authority to protect the vulnerable, strengthen communities, 
and promote human flourishing” (13). 

We have seen how Leeman infers from the creation mandate that all sin 
is an abuse of authority. In this sense, his book is for all. Everyone has 
authority, everyone uses it, and everyone abuses it (xv–xvii).  

Yet this claim strikes me as more of a marketing pitch than an accurate 
account of Leeman’s scope. Rather, the book emphasizes positions of human 
authority: husbands, pastors, parents, police officers, elected officials, military 
officers, and employers (13). However, it offers clarity for people on either 
side of authority. Both those possessing authority and those under it have a 
vested interest in understanding how authority should operate. It is this fact, 
and not the notion of all sin as abuse of authority, that gives the book its 
universal relevance. Leeman’s writing style addresses a thoughtful, popular 
audience. His approach is technical enough to allow precision and care, but 
accessible enough to keep non-specialist readers on board. 

Leeman’s argument moves from general to specific. The opening section 
(chapters 1–5) defines and describes both authority and submission and 
discusses how they can go wrong. Then, he spends chapters 6–10 in the realm 
of applied biblical wisdom, developing five principles that apply to all 
authority. Finally, chapters 11–17 explore specific authority roles under a 
simple taxonomy of authority types: command and counsel. Authority of 
command can more forcefully compel the contrary will of those under it and 
has powers of enforcement, such as the rod for parents and the sword for 
governments (Prov 13:24; 22:15; Rom 13:4). By contrast, authority of counsel 
has little to no enforcement mechanism, and appeals to the will of the one 
under authority (152–57). Beyond the command–counsel distinction, this 
section discusses biblical texts that grant authorization to each authority role. 

Given his breadth of scope, it is no surprise that Leeman engages 
minimally with nonbiblical sources. Yet he reasons from Scripture with 
sensitivity to issues that exist in the culture, the church, and the literature. For 
example, his discussion of government (197–219) provides biblical footings 
for a Baptist political theology against the implied backdrop of current 
discussions about secularism, post-liberalism, and Christian Nationalism. He 



The Cornerstone Journal of Pastoral Theology and Ministry: 2024 

181 

lays out a spectrum of three models regarding the relationship between 
Christianity and government, ranging from strictly enforcing Christianity 
through government to strict separation of all Christian considerations from 
government (199). Not surprisingly, he offers a biblical defense for the 
middle position—that Christians should seek to enforce some aspects of 
Christianity in government, namely, some of its moral standards (199). It 
would be beyond the scope of the book to engage more deeply with these 
questions, but Leeman’s discussion provides a good start. 

The book’s weaknesses are fewer than its strengths, though they require 
more space to work through. Two are worthy of mention. First, Leeman’s 
command/counsel distinction contains good biblical insight, but it also 
oversimplifies the case. I commend his goal of “[demonstrating] that 
authority comes in a variety of fabrics with a variety of textures that serve a 
variety of purposes” (164). But while his paradigm is a step in the right 
direction, it needs further development. 

For instance, he places Christ on the “counsel” side of the ledger in his 
first coming, and “command” in his second (158). It is true that “punishment 
[a hallmark of ‘command’ authority] is delayed until his second coming” 
(158). However, the case is more complicated. First, Jesus exceeded mere 
counsel and made binding commands in his first coming (e.g., Matt 5:21–28). 
Second, Leeman classifies church authority as “command” since it holds the 
enforcement mechanism of the keys of the kingdom—church discipline 
(233–41). But in the inter-advent period, Christ disciplines and punishes 
through his binding and loosing church (Matt 18:18–20). This lack of 
accounting for how different layers of authority relate to each other will 
reappear below. 

Likewise, Leeman affirms that authorities of counsel, such as husbands 
and church elders, can say “You must . . .” to those under their authority 
(158). But is this not a command? He is right that a husband’s “You must” is 
different in important ways from a government’s, but dividing into two 
mutually exclusive categories called “command” and “counsel” is too coarse. 
Perhaps a better categorization would put authority roles on a spectrum 
between “softer” and “harder” varieties. This would give space for 
acknowledging different biblical “textures” (151–52) among authority types, 
without running into the pitfalls of exclusive categories. 

The second main weakness is that, from my elder-rule church polity 
standpoint, Leeman glosses over two details that trouble his congregationalist 
position. First, he acknowledges a key difference between husbands’ and 
elders’ authority: “You won’t find a passage that says, ‘Rule [your wife]’ or 
‘Command your wife’ or ‘Lead her with all authority,’ as it says with church 
elders” (174) (1 Tim 4:11; 5:7, 17; Titus 2:15). While this observation serves 
Leeman’s argument that husbands have a softer form of authority, it admits 
more than he might intend regarding elders. For some background, Leeman 
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sees churches as ruling with the authority of command,and elders as leading 
with the authority of counsel (154–55). Yet this observation about husbands 
and elders demonstrates not only the leakiness of the command/counsel 
distinction, but also the propriety of assigning stronger authority language to 
elders. It is beyond the scope of my review to inquire into either the likeness 
between church elders and the apostolic emissaries Timothy and Titus, or 
lexical considerations of προΐστημι (ESV “manage” in 1 Tim 3:4–5, “rule” in 
1 Tim 5:17). It is enough to note that Leeman’s own understanding of 
command language in the elder’s vocabulary creates problems with the 
command/counsel distinction that underlies his congregationalism. 

The second detail Leeman overlooks is, once again, that of multiple layers 
of authority. He consistently pits the congregation and elders against each 
other as distinct, perhaps even competing, loci of authority. They are 
different authority buckets—the church has its domain, and the elders have 
theirs (234, 244). He does not seem to consider the possibility that the elders 
exercise an authority that represents the whole church. 

Yet he almost admits this notion accidentally while explaining how a 
pastor’s teaching ministry speaks for the church: “When [the preacher] 
speaks the gospel on behalf of the church, he’s also speaking with the 
authority of the church. It’s how the church says, ‘This is the gospel we 
believe in and that binds us together as a congregation’” (236). Likewise, 
“Whose interpretation and teaching of the Bible will count as the church’s 
interpretation? . . . Answer: the elders” (245). If the elders can speak for the 
church in their biblical exposition, why can they not do so in other 
ecclesiastical matters? If mechanisms exist to ensure that elders are 
responsive to the concerns and judgments of the body, is it possible that the 
church might act by means of its elders? To Leeman’s credit, he shapes his 
discussion of church authority in a way that remains useful for readers with 
elder-rule convictions (234). 

Notwithstanding these weaknesses, the book’s strengths outweigh them. 
Leeman excels in both content and manner of argumentation. I will examine 
these in turn. 

Most importantly, the book’s central arguments are right and well-proven. 
If human authorities absorbed the God-centeredness of Leeman’s vision for 
authority, it would bring great blessing and happiness to anyone living under 
them. Because God’s authority overlies all others, the fear of the Lord 
governs human authorities in profound ways. Leeman repeatedly emphasizes 
that “good authorities submit” (95). This book provides no cover for the 
“natural leader” who bulldozes others with his strength of ambition and force 
of will. A person who does not know how to submit does not know how to 
lead (95). Authority has more to do with one’s character before God than a 
personality type or set of gifts. 



The Cornerstone Journal of Pastoral Theology and Ministry: 2024 

183 

Leeman is pitch-perfect in his assessment of our culture’s recently 
growing awareness of abuse. On the one hand, he acknowledges the utter 
evil and tragedy of abuse. His exploration of one case study (31–42) is as 
heartbreaking as it is informative regarding ways that abuse from different 
authorities compound each other’s effects. Yet with an insistent reliance on 
biblical truth over cultural tastes, he refuses to retreat with embarrassment 
from the goodness of authority. 

For instance, “servant leadership” is a biblical concept that, in the absence 
of careful thinking, can be used to undermine the goodness of authority (48–
49). Leeman affirms servant leadership while pressing in what we might call 
an authority-positive direction: “Servant leaders lead. They exercise authority. 
They make decisions and set the agenda and all that. They say, ‘Do this,’ and 
people do it. Yet servant leaders lead with the right purpose and the right 
posture” (49). As the Bible’s preeminent example of servant leadership, “Jesus 
submitted and sacrificed himself as an act of authority” (49). 
Aside from the oversimplification I noted earlier, Leeman gives a biblically 
sensitive and insightful treatment of the different textures of human 
authority. Because of the God-constrained nature of all authority, those who 
possess it must ask themselves difficult questions such as, “What have I been 
authorized to do with this authority? What should my goals be? What tools 
are at my disposal?” It is especially helpful that he orients these discussions 
around relevant biblical passages for each authority relationship. 

In terms of manner, prudence and balance mark Leeman’s argumentation. 
While these qualities pervade the whole book, they especially shine in the 
middle section (chapters 6–10). He navigates insightfully between the 
opposite dangers of authoritarian and permissive misuses of authority (121–
130). He also explores ways that leaders must balance between imposing 
discipline and bearing the costs incurred by those under them (135). Leeman 
avoids the overstatement and polarization that dominated public discourse 
when he uses COVID-19 responses as a case study for the limits of 
submission (82). Like many other parts of the book, this discussion 
showcases the impartiality and openness to reason that give heavenly wisdom 
its luster (James 3:17). 

Jonathan Leeman has served the church with a thoughtful and well-
written study on authority. Even amid minor missteps over taxonomy and 
relations between authority types, the book excels with wisdom, pastoral 
sensitivity, biblical fidelity, God-centeredness, and cultural timeliness. Any 
Christian who wants to think carefully about the myriad authority 
relationships that touch his or her life should find it well worth the time. 
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“You have lost your Gospel mind (6)!” In characteristically pithy style, Paul 
David Tripp summarizes the main reason that Christians should keep going 
to church in his latest devotional book, Sunday Matters: 52 Devotionals to Prepare 
Your Heart for Church. The phrase “Sunday matters” emerges not only as the 
title but also as the thesis of this practical and accessible addition to Tripp’s 
growing collection of devotionals. Neatly divided into fifty-two self-
contained chapters for each week of the year, Tripp offers just as many 
compelling reasons for the essential nature of the weekly ekklesia, 
underscoring what churches found so painfully clear during the COVID-19 
era: that Sunday indeed matters.  

Strengths 
One of the book’s best qualities is that the format serves its purpose well. 
Like many popular devotional books, each chapter of Sunday Matters follows 
a standard pattern. In this case, each weekly entry consists of a summary, 
devotional content, Scripture references, personal reflections, and discussion 
questions. The repeated format (perhaps unwittingly) serves to express a 
major point of the book: because of man’s fallen nature and backsliding 
tendencies, Christians need repeated, predictable structures and constant 
reminders to keep us spiritually on track. Even a cursory inspection of the 
chapter summaries as a whole provides a repeated message: the need for us 
to be reminded of biblical truths—specifically, gospel truths.  

The idea of remembrance pervades Tripp’s book. Tripp discusses the 
concept of remembrance each week and upholds the weekly gathering as 
spiritually essential in the Christian life. This focus is consistent with recent 
publications that argue that remembrance has been the core activity of God’s 
covenant community for both Old and New Testament Christians. For 
example, Tim Ralston also notes that “remembrance permeates all Old 
Testament worship institutions, both seasonal…and Sabbath,”1 and that for 
New Testament believers, “the command to remember for all Christians is 
associated exclusively by Christ himself with one corporate rite, the Lord's 

 
*Daniel D. Arcilla is an adjunct professor of Biblical Exposition at The 
Cornerstone Bible College and Seminary, and Pastor/Elder over Student Ministries 
at Community Bible Church in Vallejo, California. 
1Tim Ralson, "Remember And Worship: The Mandate And The Means." 
Reformation and Revival (Summer 2000): RAR 09:3, 80. Emphasis mine. 
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Supper.”2 Eugene Merrill agrees, stating that “worship is inconceivable 
without knowing (remembering) who God is and what he has done on behalf 
of his people…modern worship can ill afford to neglect remembrance as a core 
theological principle.”3  

Accordingly, Tripp invokes remembrance as a vital component of 
Christian practice to stave off what he calls a state of “deformative 
forgetfulness” (5) or a kind of “God amnesia” (25). This spiritual 
forgetfulness may devolve into “the irrationality of idolatry” and can, in turn, 
lead to “looking horizontally for a savior” (44-45), finally resulting in 
“spiritual insanity” (60). This degradation of a Christ-centered mindset 
occurs naturally as the Christian endures trials and forgets the greatness, 
power, and promises of the gospel while adopting non-biblical thought 
patterns and actions. The believer, therefore, needs regular reminders of 
God’s Word, provided abundantly by the Sunday service. As Tripp puts it, 
“We need, in song and word, to be reminded of the truths of God’s 
unstoppable grace and inseparable love again and again (231).” 

Another strong point feature of the book is its uncompromising biblical 
content. If there is anything this devotional makes abundantly clear, it is that 
Christians do not only need biblical truth to get through life; they need 
gospel-shaped biblical truth. Gospel flavor permeates each devotion, and 
gospel remembrance is the essence of this book. Sunday worship is presented 
as a clarion call to collectively contemplate the gospel of Jesus Christ as God’s 
only remedy for man’s fallen condition. This repeated act of remembrance 
promises to “turn fear into trust, complaints into praise, and independence 
into submission” (25). Because of these features, unlike most devotional 
books that feature random theological principles for each entry, Tripp’s 
offering comes across with more focus. The author essentially answers the 
same question fifty-two times—i.e., why Christians must not forsake the 
regular gathering (Heb 10:24-25)—but with a different facet of the gospel for 
each entry.  

In effect, Tripp’s content emerges with a rather full-orbed biblical 
soteriology, touching on deep topics such as the utter holiness of God, the 
depths of human depravity, and our desperate need for Messiah. This gospel-
centricity proves to be one of the strongest aspects of this book, being a 
strong undercurrent in every chapter. Tripp writes that “God intends the 
gospel to be the lens you look through to understand everything in your life 
as well as the guide for the way you live your life” (202), and this comes across 
in this devotional.  

Although its colorfully attractive dust jacket might make it worthy of the 

 
2Ralson, “Remember,” 83. 
3Eugene H. Merrill, “Remembering: A Central Theme in Biblical Worship,” in 
JETS 43.1 (March 2000): 28. Emphasis mine. 
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Barnes and Noble “religion section,” this doctrinally rich devotion is no 
“Chicken Soup for the Soul.”4 On the contrary, Tripp grounds every chapter 
content firmly into the gospel and presents Christ as the solution for man’s 
needs. For example, when referring to church, Tripp explains that “corporate 
worship isn’t designed to be religious entertainment for the spiritually 
satisfied with music and teaching designed to make us feel 
comfortable…[not] self-righteousness dressed in a gospel costume” (57). 
Rather he notes that the regular Sunday gathering is necessary because of “the 
crushing bad news of sin that causes me to long for the glorious good news 
of all that Jesus has done, is doing, and will do for me” (20). This gospel 
flavor permeates every week of this devotion. After reading this book, the 
reader is left with a keen awareness of one’s need for Christ in all areas of 
life, and how the Sunday service aids us in sharpening that awareness. 

A third refreshing and very helpful feature of the book is its strong flavor 
of biblical counseling. Upon careful reading of each week, Tripp’s 
background and education in the field of biblical counseling comes out 
prominently and repeatedly, serving well the purposes of this book. Instead 
of focusing on external behavior modification, Tripp reminds the reader of 
the critical nature of the heart as the human control center, “the causal core 
of… personhood,” and “the worship center of every human being,” and he 
connects it to the Christian’s need for the constant heart-realignment that the 
weekly worship gathering provides. Focusing on the heart reminds the reader 
that, “The most important issue in a Christian’s life is worship.” Because of 
this, weekly worship is viewed as a crucial element in the constant battle 
between worshiping the Creator or the creature (82).  

This core principle underscores why “the regular gathering of the church 
is meant to remind us that we don’t so much need behavioral management 
but rather we need worship realignment” (84).  Corporate worship is 
compared to a sort of divine mirror that we need to regularly hold up to 
ourselves. Tripp observes, “Because of remaining sin, we need this heart-
exposing ministry again and again” (60). Focusing on the heart’s motives and 
drives helps encourage believers to attend church with a posture of humility 
as one who needs grace, but also with a posture of confidence as one who 
has been united with Christ. As Tripp puts it, “We need to hear again and 
again the amazing grace that is ours because we were chosen before the world 
began to be in Christ.” (33)5 

 

 
4 Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen, Chicken Soup for the Soul: 101 Stories to Open 
the Heart and Rekindle the Spirit (Deerfield Beach, FL: Health Communications, 
1993). 
5Author’s emphasis. 
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Weaknesses 
As a reviewer, I had only minor issues with the book. These issues range from 
technicalities to personal preferences. For example, in describing a 
counseling case of a minister who mistreated his wife, Tripp writes “If your 
theology makes you arrogant and unapproachable, it’s bad theology” (104). I 
disagreed with that statement because people can have good theology yet still 
be arrogant and unapproachable. It is not their theology that causes their 
arrogance; it is their application of that theology. But I understand this may 
just be a manner of speaking. Another example of another minor issue is 
when Tripp describes the merits of our union with Christ by God’s grace he 
states that “He rules over all things for your sake” (99). This, to me, is plain 
wrong because God indeed rules over all things, but for His own sake, not 
mine (e.g., Isa 48:11; Col 1:16). 

Another aspect I found frustrating (perhaps because I did not have the 
luxury of absorbing the content over fifty-two weeks as it was designed, but 
in a few sittings as a book reviewer) is that this book does not read well from 
cover to cover. Like many devotionals, the topics do not follow a logical 
order. This random format works well for day-to-day reading, but not for a 
“straight through” reading. I know that this is a function of the devotional 
genre, but one interesting change might be if Tripp organized his content 
around the shape of the gospel. This could have made this book gospel-
shaped, both on a micro and macro level. For example, his strongest chapter 
on theology proper doesn’t occur until week 46. He writes: “We can’t 
understand our identity, meaning, and purpose…relationships and family… 
sexuality and money… religion, politics, or government without starting with 
the existence, character, and plan of the one who created it all” (226). Tripp 
follows this section with a study of the names and character of God. This is 
the type of content that could have started the book, as the gospel begins and 
ends with God himself. One last way to possibly improve this book might be 
to include more holiday-based content. The Christmas entry on Week 52 
seemed out of place since there were no other holiday entries. If Tripp was 
going to include Christmas, he might as well have included other major 
Christian holidays. 

Conclusion 
In summary, for those looking for a weekly family devotion or community 
group curriculum that does not require much preparation, this book may be 
a solid choice. The convenient chapter summaries, conversational devotional 
content, Bible references, questions, and activities provide ample content for 
family discussion and prayer. One of Tripp’s strengths is his ability to write 
accessible, even entertaining content that retains biblical and gospel-centered 
depth. This book is written from a theologically reformed perspective, 
teaching the depravity of man, unconditional election, particular redemption, 
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and other elements of Calvinism.  It contains much content not only about 
our need for the gospel but the implications of the gospel which are realized 
through our union with Christ. One caveat might be that because the content 
is theologically dense in some places, without careful explanation, this book 
might better serve families with older, perhaps teenage children. Overall, 
because of its sound doctrinal content, and strong emphasis on the gospel 
proper with a biblical counseling approach, Sunday Matters would make a 
useful addition to any devotional collection. 
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According to Dan Kreiss and Efrem Smith, the American church is in a 
freefall, as young adults known as emerging generations have become disengaged 
from traditional Christian faith communities (2). This particular demographic 
is described as young adults who seek a more diverse, inclusive, and justice-
oriented communities (8). In the past couple of years there have been many 
voices that are trying to identify why so many Christians have either become 
apostate or abandoned organized religion altogether. Some call these 
Christians as having deconstructed or at times they are referred to as exvangelicals. 
There is no consensus yet as to a singular cause of this evangelical exodus, 
but Kreiss and Smith contribute their voice on the issue. They claim that the 
emerging generations demographic are leaving because they feel churches have 
become mono-cultural (as opposed to multi-cultural, which is mainly white 
and thereby narrow-minded in their views of the world) and lack 
inclusiveness and concerns for social justice. 

Their book is a heartfelt and passionate plea for pastors written by 
pastors. The authors Dan Kreiss and Efrem Smith are active pastors in their 
respective churches and not academicians removed from the challenges of 
loving people, especially marginalized and oppressed people groups. As 
pastors they have been in the trenches loving their community closely as they 
model being “proximate to the oppressed, suffering, and excluded” (38). The 
goal of their book is to challenge churches to address the needs of emerging 
generations who “desire a strong sense of inclusion, and belonging in a 
community that acts as an extended family network, expressing genuine care 
and concern for them as they are. They expect that they will be permitted to 
participate fully in the life of the congregation, not simply because they show 
up at times of corporate worship, but because they have something tangible 
and meaningful to offer. They also expect that worship and messages connect 
to their every day lives” (28). 

Despite their great efforts to achieve that intended goal there are three 
major weaknesses in this book. 
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Man-centered Ministry 
The entire posture of the book is toward relating and winning the emerging 
generations. They desire to preserve this slice of society, which are the 
disenchanted young adults who seek diversity, inclusion, social justice, and 
participation in church institutions. 

The strategy suggested by the authors is to first relate with the emerging 
generations. To accomplish this, they lean upon the Burning Man community 
event where they cite ten key principles that its participants desire: no 
boundaries/radical inclusion, gifting, decommodification, radical self-
reliance, communal effort, civic responsibility, leaving no trace, participation, 
and immediacy (15). They recognize that while these desires are not 
antagonistic to the Christian faith, we as pastors must use this Burning Man 
community survey as a key data point to accept people as they are. 

The authors also want to win the emerging generation. They devote an 
entire chapter titled “How the Multi-Inclusive Church Wins this Generation” 
(106-126). But in the entire chapter, they do not specify what they are winning 
the emerging generation to. Are they winning them to Christ so that their 
sins are forgiven as they place their faith in him? Are they winning them from 
the world that has enslaved them with various lusts and sins? These first two 
questions are not answered in the book. Instead, winning appears to be 
having this generation attend churches at the cost of satisfying this 
generation’s demands. Their approach then is not only man-centered but a 
modern version of the seeker-sensitive driven model. What does this 
emerging generation seek? 

The authors explain, “They were no longer interested in their parent’s and 
grandparents’ predominantly White evangelical or mainline church… They 
wanted a diverse community—diverse church—and they desired to address 
the social challenges of the city” (5). They state, “If emerging generations are 
looking for anything from the church, they are searching for a place of 
genuine community where they can experience and share the love of God as 
they understand it in the moment” (106). Pastors are clearly warned by the 
authors, “If the church remains static, unwilling to evolve or grow, it will only 
exacerbate the exodus of emerging generations. That won’t necessitate the 
death of the Christian faith per se, but will certainly speed up the decline of 
the institutional church structure” (125). I agree that the church must not be 
static, but constantly reforming, constantly growing, and being more and 
more renewed in the thinking of her mind (Rom 12:1-2). 

It seems, however, the challenge for pastors is to re-orient their churches 
to satisfy the needs of the emerging generations or risk losing them in our 
churches. The fear of the authors is that if the churches remain mono-
cultural, remain only about gospel issues and do not addressing social issues, 
diversity, and, inclusion then we will lose this demographic of the emerging 
generations. Provers 29:25 warns “The fear of man brings a snare, but the 
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one who trusts in Yahweh will be exalted.” What makes a good snare? One 
that you do not see.  

The authors have fallen into a snare of satisfying the desires of man more 
than the desires of God. They have capitulated to the ethos of the world at 
the risk of compromising the Word of God. For example, Efrem Smith 
proudly boasts of the diversity in his church as he serves alongside a woman 
co-lead pastor. In their chapter where they highlight churches that are 
demonstrating how to be multi-inclusive and justice-oriented, the first two 
examples are led by women pastors Mickensie Neely (61) and Bethany Fox 
(63). Female pastors clearly violate 1 Timothy 2:12 and 1 Timothy 3:1ff. 

Furthermore, openly allowing the emerging generation to lead in churches 
without qualification violates Scripture. In that same chapter they have a 
section entitled, “Allowing them to Lead” (121) where they introduce this 
concept of “keychain leadership” (122) which means that the older leaders 
hand over the keys to the younger generation. Why? Because the older people 
do not know what they are doing and are unable to relate to the culture like 
the younger generations can. 

This seems very forward-thinking and sensible, but Scripture makes it 
clear that there are qualifications for leadership. They are to be mature men 
of Christ (1 Tim 3:6), godly men as demonstrated in Acts 6:3; men of 
character as outlined in 1 Tim 3:1-10, faithful men (2 Tim 2:2), and if they 
are to minister the Word, they must be hardworking men (2 Tim 2:14-16). 
The last person you want in leadership is a young non-believer, or young 
immature believer leading Christ’s church. Sadly, none of those biblical 
qualifications are mentioned in this book. It is not even clear if these leaders 
who participate in their model are required to be a Christian. What is clear is 
that these keychain leaders are to be the young emerging generation. 

Unclear Ministry 
The book is titled “Church for Everyone.” But what is the church? Church 
is never defined in the book; it is only assumed. The book gives the reader 
an idea that the church is essentially a social-justice-conscious entity that 
wants to be diverse, makes no judgments upon people, accepts them as they 
are, will allow its participants to contribute using their gifting, interests, 
desires, and preferences, all while fighting for social causes. 

Furthermore, the leader of the church is never addressed. It seems the 
church must take its cues from Black Liberation Theologians like James Cone 
(35) or Reconciliation Theologians like John Perkins (37), Curtiss Paul 
DeYoung, or Samuel Hines (30). Conversly, Scripture emphasizes that Jesus 
is the Head of the church (Col 1:18; Eph 5:22-25). As the Head of the church, 
he alone can build it, sustain it, and purify it.  

The gospels bear witness to this reality. Jesus mentions the word church 
(ἐκκλησία) only twice in the gospel of Matthew. The first time he mentions it 
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is when he said, “I will build My church” (Matt 16:18). The second time he 
uses the word is when unrepentant believer refuses to listen, “if he refuses to 
listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the 
church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector” (Matt 18:17). Jesus 
builds his church and Jesus purifies his church. He instructs Christians that he 
is the one that is building the church, not us. His church will not fail, falter, 
or fall even against the gates of hell itself. Jesus also instructs leaders how 
they are to care for His church by ensuring that unrepentant members are 
sanctified by calling out their sin and lovingly calling them to repentance. 

It appears that modern pastors today should redefine the church 
altogether and even rename it. For example, Pastor Brenda Fox wants so 
desperately to transform people to be a force for good in her community that 
she is embarrassed to use the word “church.” The authors write, “Pastor Fox 
admits that sometimes the moniker church is a stumbling block. She says 
‘sometimes we have more space to be the church when we don’t use the 
name church’” (65-66). No further comment is given by the authors about 
this incident. Personally, I would want to call the church what Jesus calls it. I 
would want to allow him to build his church, not me. I would trust him to 
protect, purify, and preserve his church, not any earthly and worldly 
sociologist, theologian, pastor, or institution. 

Confusing Theology 
Lastly, the authors promote a confusing theology of Christ, the church, and 
its mission. In their chapter about winning this generation, they articulate a 
confusing Christology. They aver that “Jesus connected with everyday people 
and invited them into God’s movement” (107). This paints a picture of Jesus 
as some activist or revolutionary. They go on to say that the ministry of Jesus 
“does not permit exclusion for any reason but demonstrates total love and 
acceptance for all” (108). This goes against what Jesus said He would do,  

Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not 
come to bring peace, but a sword. For I came to set a man against 
his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-
law against her mother-in-law; and a man’s enemies will be the 
members of his household. “He who loves father or mother more 
than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who loves son or daughter 
more than Me is not worthy of Me. And he who does not take his 
cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me. He who has found 
his life will lose it, and he who has lost his life for My sake will find 
it (Matt 10:34-36). 

Jesus did not invite people into a movement but a kingdom. His first words 
in his ministry were “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; 
repent and believe the gospel” (Mark 1:15). The Lord of the church is 
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commanding sinners everywhere to repent and enter his kingdom, not gently 
ask to join his movement. 

They also have a confusing Ecclesiology. As mentioned earlier, their view 
of the church is not according to Jesus but according to the cues of modern-
day theologians and sociologists who try to satisfy the needs of the culture. 
Consider the apostle Paul’s charge to Timothy, “Preach the Word, be ready 
in season and out of season” (2 Tim 4:2). This means to preach the Word 
when the Word is accepted or when the Word is rejected. Preach the Word 
when the Word is old-fashioned or when the Word is in vogue. Preach the 
Word when the Word is popular or when the Word is not popular. In other 
words, preach the Word all the time. Why? Because “The time will come when 
they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, 
they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own 
desires” (2 Tim 4:3). While the statistics support their claim that there is a 
mass exodus from Christian churches, I would not want to abandon God’s 
method of building his church by preaching his Word. 

This leads to a misdirected Missiology. What happens if the church does 
reach the emerging generations with the methods the author proposes, such 
as teaching on diversity, hiring a diverse staff, having regular multi-ethnic 
community conversations, doing pulpit exchanges with other churches that 
reflect a culture other than your own, having young people lead and 
participate in the church? What will be the mission of the church after those 
diversity goals are achieved?  

If they decide to preach the Bible after the diversity pre-requisite is met, 
many of those ideas will be confronted with the Scriptures, and diversity will 
be at risk because it may remove unqualified staff and leaders. Preaching the 
Word of God might remove error from their midst and cause people to feel 
judged by the convicting work of the Spirit. Preaching the Word of God 
regularly will cause these structures to possibly take a back seat and bring 
attention, not our diversity, but to God’s holiness. It is unclear what the end 
goal of having diversity is. What will be the mission of the church once it has 
reached diversity? 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, despite the passionate plea by Dan Kreiss and Efrem Smith 
toward a multi-inclusive church I cannot recommend this book. I too long 
to see a diverse church as Revelation 7:9 envisions. But I cannot force 
diversity while eschewing God’s methods. It is his church, and I must follow 
what his word tells me to do. Paul’s letter to the Romans is instructive. The 
letter begins by stating, “For I am not unashamed of the gospel, for it is the 
power of God unto salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and 
also to the Greek” (Rom 1:16). As Paul labors to articulate that precious 
gospel the letter concludes with a fascinating greeting to all the saints, “Greet 
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Prisca and Aquila.. Greet Mary, Greet Andronicus, Greet Ampliatus, Greet 
Urbanus...” (Rom 16:3-16). Observe those names. After Paul labored to 
proclaim the gospel, Jesus saved all kinds of people by bringing them to 
repentance and into right standing with God as they received him as their 
Lord and Savior. These names reflect the power of God that can save all 
genders, all age groups, and all ethnicities, and thereby reflect the glory of 
God’s diverse people. 

 



197 

Michael J. Vlach. Dispensational Hermeneutics: 
Interpretation Principles that Guide Dispensationalism’s 
Understanding of the Bible’s Storyline. Las Vegas, NV: 
Theological Studies Press, 2023. 111 pp. $10.95 (paper). 

Charlie Nason* 

Reading the Word of the Lord is the privilege and joy of the people of God. 
The Lord has revealed himself and his purposes in many ways, but the most 
permanent, objective, and life-giving revelation is through the words written 
by men that are the very words of God (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:20-21; 1 Thess 
2:13; 1 Pet 1:23-25). This life-giving, permanent, and objective word was not 
written to be a mystery but to provide a clear and easily understood word 
from God. This is what theologians call the perspicuity of Scripture. Scripture 
is clear. However, there has been much confusion about how Scripture is to 
be interpreted. Much of the confusion over what Scripture says may be laid 
at the feet of the interpreter’s hermeneutic. Although considerable agreement 
is found in the general understanding of the Scripture, some major 
differences in theology arise from differences in hermeneutical principles. 
Michael Vlach’s book, Dispensational Hermeneutics: Interpretation Principles that 
Guide Dispensationalism’s Understanding of the Bible’s Storyline is helpful toward 
gaining a grasp on the differences between dispensational and non-
dispensational hermeneutics. Whether the reader holds to dispensational 
theology, covenantal theology, or somewhere in between, this book will help 
Christians understand each other. 

Vlach is currently a professor of theology at Shepherd’s Theological 
Seminary in North Carolina. Prior to this, he was a professor at The Master’s 
Seminary (for fifteen years) and was the managing editor of The Master’s 
Seminary Journal (for nine years). He earned a B.S. from the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln, an M.Div. from The Master’s Seminary and a Ph.D. from 
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary. He specializes in Israel-Church 
Issues, Eschatology, Dispensationalism, and the New Testament Use of the 
Old Testament.1  

This book is not a general overview of hermeneutics. It is a theologian 
laying his cards on the table, explaining his theological position, which arises 
from his hermeneutic, which he argues is imposed on him by the Scriptures 

 
*Charlie Nason is a teaching Pastor at FocalPoint Bible Church in El Sobrante, 
California and professor of theology at The Cornerstone Bible College and 
Seminary. 
1https://shepherds.edu/faculty-and-staff/michael-vlach/. Accessed on June 2, 
2024. 
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themselves. He balances this against his understanding of other theological 
positions and their hermeneutics showing how they are inconsistent with 
Scripture’s storyline. It is not meant to be polemical as much as instructional. 
In the introduction, he says, “In short, this work sets forth ten interpretive 
principles at the heart of Dispensationalism. Then this book will explain 
seven interpretive principles of non-dispensationalism so the contrast 
between the two approaches can be discerned” (8). 

He names four dispensational views: classical, traditional, revised, and 
progressive, and says that “all [are] in fundamental agreement on most key 
hermeneutical and theological issues” except classical because it uses 
typology to see additional meaning in Old Testament texts (9). He places 
himself between revised and progressive (9). He names non-dispensational 
views as “Covenant Theology, Progressive Covenantalism, Amillennialism, 
Postmillennialism, Preterism, Laddian Historic Premillennialism, and others” 
(8). Some differences between these systems are very minor, but some are 
different in the extreme. Each system claims to be understanding its tenets 
of belief from the Scriptures. When passages are compared the 
interpretations of the same passage are quantifiably different. Vlach is 
convinced that a person’s hermeneutic is the source of the differences and 
sets out to show the differences and why he believes his hermeneutic is 
consistent with the Scriptures. 

Dispensational Hermeneutics has seven main chapters. These chapters set out 
three topics: Key Elements of Dispensationalism’s Storyline (Chapter 1), The 
Hermeneutics of Dispensationalism (Chapters 2-4), and The Hermeneutics 
of Non-Dispensationalism (Chapters 5-6). Chapter 7 is a short conclusion. 
In these sections, Vlach clearly defines his view of hermeneutics and then 
describes the hermeneutics for dispensationalism and shows the difference 
in non-dispensational Hermeneutics. 

Key Elements of Dispensationalism’s Storyline 
This section sets out to show “God’s plan from Genesis 1 through Revelation 
22.” (11). The understanding of God’s plan is the basis for developing a 
consistent hermeneutic to understand the details of various passages. God’s 
plan consists of “(1) Creation; (2) Fall; (3) Redemption; and (4) Restoration” 
(11). This redemption and restoration is universal, and the whole is directed 
under God’s kingdom purposes. This includes every aspect of creation, 
material and immaterial. He asserts that the main focus of covenant theology 
and progressive covenantalism is merely the “individual salvation” of people 
and “spiritual issues” (11). For Vlach, the creation mandate is also a kingdom 
mandate. The “kingdom mandate” has “Man, as mediator, [who] is tasked to 
rule and subdue the earth for God’s glory and purposes” (12). While Adam 
failed at this mandate, Jesus, the last Adam, succeeded (13). Jesus is the 
promised “seed of the woman” who redeems and restores. This salvation 
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includes (1) individual salvation, (2) salvation and restoration of ethnicities, 
nations, and society, and (3) healing of all creation (13). 

Vlach focuses his reader on the biblical covenants. All systems 
acknowledge the importance of the covenants (13). Covenant theology, 
however focuses on three theological covenants that guide their 
understanding of biblical covenants. These are the covenant of redemption, 
the covenant of works, and the covenant of grace. Covenant theology views 
these covenants as a grid to understand the explicit Bible covenants (13). The 
biblical covenants are the Noahic covenant, the Abrahamic covenant, the 
Davidic covenant, and the new covenant of which all dimensions (earthly and 
spiritual) must be fulfilled (13-16). Dispensational theology says that the 
Bible’s covenants explicitly mentioned are “the starting point and priority for 
understanding God’s covenantal purposes” (13) not theological covenants. 
Finally, “Jesus is the centerpiece of the biblical covenants, bringing all 
covenants to fulfillment through his two comings” (16).  

The above two priorities drive the rest of dispensationalism’s storyline. 
The other features include the continuing significance of ethnic/national 
Israel. “While the spiritual blessings of the Abrahamic, Davidic, and New 
covenants have been inaugurated, the complete fulfillment of all promises, 
including the physical, national, and international promises will be fulfilled in 
the future” (17). There is also the distinction between Israel and the church. 
Partial fulfillment of covenant promises including the spiritual blessings of 
messianic salvation, the permanent indwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit, and 
Jew-Gentile equality in salvation. However, the restoration promises to Israel 
and the nations, and the physical blessings and land promises await the 
second coming of Christ in his earthly kingdom for fulfillment (19). There is 
a continuing significance of geo-political nations. These include promises of 
national identities (Rev. 21:24, 26; 22:2) in distinction to Israel in the New 
Jerusalem (19). Finally, dispensationalism holds to premillennialism and also 
sees that all dimensions of these covenants (Abrahamic, Davidic, and New) 
will be fulfilled in their entirety during this millennial kingdom. This involves 
the complete fulfillment of all spiritual, physical, material, national, and 
international blessings” (20). These key elements of dispensationalism arise 
from the storyline of Scripture.  

The Hermeneutics of Dispensationalism 
Vlach insists that “The Bible’s storyline and hermeneutics are inherently 
connected….Hermeneutical principles…arise from God and Scripture and 
are not imposed on Scripture” (22). In Chapters 2-4, Vlach explains ten 
hermeneutics principles of dispensationalism.  The following is a list of the 
ten hermeneutical principles associated with dispensationalism and the page 
numbers covering the material. 
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1) Consistent Use of Grammatical-Historical Hermeneutics to All 
Scripture (23-32); 

2) Consistent Contextual Interpretation of Old Testament Prophecies 
(32-35); 

3) Passage Priority: The Meaning of Any Bible Passage is Found in that 
Passage (35-39); 

4) Old Testament Prophecies not Repeated in the New Testament 
Remain Relevant (40-43); 

5) Old Testament Eschatology Expectations Are Reaffirmed in the 
New Testament (43-50); 

6) Progress of Revelation Does Not Cancel or Transform 
Unconditional Promises to the Original Audience (50-52); 

7) Fulfillments Occur with the Two Comings of Christ (53-56); 
8) Partial Fulfillment of Old Testament Prophecies (57-60); 
9) Jesus as Means of Fulfillment of Old Testament (61-71); 
10) Types, Yes! Typological Interpretation, No! (71-75). 

Each point is well-supported in his work. This section must be read entirely 
for the full weight of his argument. Consider three of the ten points. First, 
Vlach argues what makes dispensationalism unique as to its hermeneutic is 
its attempt to consistently apply the grammatical-historical method to gain a 
literal interpretation of all Scripture, which he argues contrasts with the 
hermeneutics of non-dispensationalists (30).  

The second point for this review is the passage priority. 
Dispensationalism “asserts that the meaning of any passage of Scripture is 
found in that passage wherever it is found in the Bible” (37). He means that 
the meaning of the passage is to be found in the immediate context of the 
passage. The meaning of the context is always the meaning of the passage. 
Some non-dispensationalists “state that the real meaning of Old Testament 
passages is found in the New Testament” (35-36). Dispensationalism holds 
that the meaning of a passage does not change by further revelation. A 
passage might be understood better by a wider understanding of Scripture 
(Scripture interpreting Scripture) but not changed (later Scripture altering 
meaning of earlier Scripture). This point is an outworking of the consistent 
use of a grammatical-historical interpretation.  

Lastly for this section, consider Jesus as the means of fulfillment of Old 
Testament. “Outside of Dispensationalism, there is a common idea the Old 
Testament promises somehow disappear or are transformed because of 
Jesus. Allegedly, Jesus ‘fulfills’ the Old Testament in a way that makes 
prophetic details about Israel, Israel’s land, a structural temple, physical 
blessings, an earthly Davidic Throne, and other things vanish or disappear in 
Jesus in some way” (61). Vlach provides quotes from non-dispensationalists 
to make this case. In distinction, “Dispensationalism believes ‘fulfillment in 
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Jesus’ means the literal fulfillment of God’s plan” (61). Either “Jesus literally 
fulfills messianic prophecies about himself,” or “Jesus is the means for the 
accomplishing and literal fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies, 
covenants, and promises” (61).  

This point cannot be emphasized enough. Vlach argues that Jesus does 
not draw all prophecies into himself and somehow fulfill them so that literal 
fulfillment is not expected. This is a watershed point between dispensational 
hermeneutics and non-dispensational hermeneutics. Vlach provides two 
examples of how this is done with Israel and the temple (63-67). The author 
then provides three points to summarize his stance on Christ in 
dispensational hermeneutics.  

 
First, Dispensationalism proclaims the central role of Christ’s person and 
work in Scripture and God’s plan. Second, Dispensationalism asserts that 
the proper way to see Christ’s central role is through consistent use of 
grammatical-historical hermeneutics. Third, Dispensationalism believes 
the Non-Dispensational Christocentric approach can lead to 
misunderstanding Bible passages, both reading meaning into Bible texts 
that are not there and by missing the real meaning of the Bible passage” 
(67).  
 

Vlach suggests a Christotelic approach as opposed to the Christocentric view. 
“Christotelic approach asserts that all Scripture is related to the person and 
work of Christ, even though Christ is not found in every passage. All 
Scripture is not Jesus, but all Scripture relates to Him” (69). Christ is the 
fulfillment of all messianic promises and the means of accomplishing a literal 
fulfillment of all the promises God has made. 

Do not miss the further clarity that arises from the other seven principles 
in this section. The emphasized principles are the lion’s share of the ten 
principles. These three principles cover nearly the same page count as the 
other seven principles. Thus, the author supports this priority by his focus of 
attention in his writing.  

The Hermeneutics of Non-Dispensationalism 
Chapters 5 and 6 explain the seven principles of hermeneutics that distinguish 
non-dispensational hermeneutics from dispensational hermeneutics. Vlach is 
not suggesting that every other system holds every one of the principles 
below. However, holding to any one or more causes a distinction in 
hermeneutics and thus a difference of meaning gained from a text. The 
following list names the different principles and the pages where it is 
described. 
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1) New Testament Priority over the Old Testament (78-81); 
2) Nonliteral Fulfillment of Old Testament Passages (81-83); 
3) Spiritualization (83-86); 
4) Typological Interpretation (86-94); 
5) Storyline Change Language (95-100); 
6) Jesus as “Fulfillment” means Transforming Old Testament 

Expectations (100-105); 
7) Emphasis on First Coming Fulfillment (105-109). 

In this section, Vlach describes the principle along with quotes from non-
dispensational authors claiming the principle and then provides a 
dispensational response to the principle. The common thread in all seven 
principles is that the New Testament coming of Jesus changes the historical 
understanding of Old Testament interpretations. Each of the principles alters 
the interpretation of Old Testament passages because of the first coming of 
Christ. The sins of Israel, the rejection of the Messiah, and the coming of 
Christ who satisfies all that is necessary for salvation allow for the meaning 
of passages to change. “A transformation allegedly transpires, and several 
Old Testament realities lose their significance” (78). 

The headings of the principles clearly reveal what happens as this 
principle is applied. The New Testament’s priority over the Old Testament 
means that the Old Testament understanding can be reinterpreted (79). This 
allows for nonliteral fulfillment of Old Testament passages and promises 
(82). The spiritualization of passages or promises once in light of New 
Testament realities means original Old Testament meanings “diminish to the 
vanishing point” (85). Typological interpretation argues that “the Bible’s 
storyline changes” (87). It “interprets the Bible through types and typological 
connections, even if this means overriding the original meaning of explicit 
Bible texts.” (88). The storyline change language uses words such as 
“Redefine,” “Reinterpret,” “Transform,” “Transcend,” “Transpose,” and 
“Spiritualize” to alter the meaning of the Old Testament understanding of a 
text so that it is now understood differently in light of a New Testament 
imposition over the text. Jesus as the fulfillment means transforming Old 
Testament expectations in light of Christ, which leads to a change in the 
original expectation (103). Finally, non-dispensationalists emphasize the 
fulfillment in the first coming of Christ over any future fulfillment of Christ 
at his second coming (105) saying the expectation of future fulfillment 
“minimizes the work of Christ” (106). 

Dispensationalism teaches neither Jesus nor his followers altered the 
original understanding of Old Testament texts. Rather, they corrected a 
person’s understanding of a given passage in light of the original meaning 
and completed in the person and work of Christ. What God meant when the 
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Spirit carried men to write the Old Testament is what Jesus and his followers 
upheld in their teaching and writing.  

The last chapter (110-111) is a very short reiteration of the main headings 
of the book already discussed. The conclusion literally restates what he 
already said. 

Benefits 
The book is a benefit to the field of hermeneutics in a couple of ways. First, 
it is an honest attempt to expose one’s presuppositions about hermeneutics 
for the evaluation of all. Further, it is an honest attempt to provide an 
understanding of those who differ. The book thus encourages the reader to 
evaluate his knowledge of his hermeneutic and ability to define and discuss 
the hermeneutic of those who disagree. The challenge then is work toward 
improving our own interpretation of Scripture.  

In addition, the book is helpful to the dispensational camp as 
dispensationalism has fallen on hard times of late. Vlach provides a scholarly 
yet easily accessible presentation of the dispensational hermeneutic. All those 
who read it will be benefited. 

There is a final benefit to be mentioned for those schools that have a 
culture of Christ-centeredness, particularly in equipping Christ-exalting 
expositors. The book forces the reader to ask the question, “Am I properly 
exalting Christ from the text?” The danger of sliding from a robust 
Christotelic hermeneutic into sloppy exegesis from a right desire to exalt 
Christ is too great to ignore. 

Weaknesses 
The main weaknesses in this work are the publishing company, the length of 
the book, and the conclusion of the book. As a self-published work, the 
weakness is not necessarily in the content of the book but in its advertisement 
and reach. The book’s length should have been expanded to engage in a more 
detailed manner with the principles of non-dispensational hermeneutics.  

Also, the conclusion is a mere two pages long and only supplies a bullet 
point list of the principles of dispensational and non-dispensational 
hermeneutics. A proper conclusion is lacking.  

Overall, however, dispensationalists will find this book a scholarly 
resource to help improve themselves. As Vlach argues, “Dispensational 
hermeneutics has much to offer. It leads to a robust and multi-dimensional 
understanding of the Bible’s storyline. And it addresses God’s historical 
purposes from Genesis 1 through Revelation 22. In sum, dispensational 
hermeneutics accounts for salvation and restoration of all things in Jesus 
(Acts 3:20-21)” (111). Please read and suggest the reading of this book. 

 
 


