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Editorial: Discussing
Differences among
Covenantal Views

STEPHEN J. WELLUM

Stephen J. Wellum is Professor of Christian Theology at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
and editor of Southern Baptist Journal of Theology. He received his PhD from Trinity Evangelical Divinity
School, and he is the author of numerous essays and articles and the co-author with Peter Gentry of
Kingdom through Covenant, 2" edition (Crossway, 2018) and God’s Kingdom through God's Covenants: A
Concise Biblical Theology (Crossway, 2015); the co-editor of Progressive Covenantalism (B&H Academic,
2016); the author of God the Son Incarnate: The Doctrine of the Person of Christ (Crossway, 2016)

and Christ Alone—The Uniqueness of Jesus as Savior (Zondervan, 2017); the co-author of Christ from
Beginning to End: How the Full Story of Scripture Reveals the Full Glory of Christ (Zondervan, 2018); and
the author of The Person of Christ: An Introduction (Crossway, 2021), Systematic Theology: From Canon to
Concept, vol. 1 (B&H Academic, 2024), and It is Finished (Union, 2025).

At the national meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society in 2023, there
was a session devoted to Baptist covenant theology. Harrison Perkins, as a
Presbyterian, began the session as an “outsider” looking in, as he represented
traditional Reformed covenant theology. Harrison offered his assessment
of two Baptist covenantal views represented by progressive covenantalism
(PC) and 1689 federalism respectively. His analysis was helpful in that it
allowed Baptists to hear how non-Baptists view, understand, and evaluate
Baptist covenantal viewpoints. In addition, Richard Lucas, who represented
the PC view, offered a helpful analysis of the similarities and differences
between 1689 federalism and the PC view. Daniel Scheiderer represented
the 1689 federalist view, offering reflections on his view, his analysis of the
PC view, and overall thoughts regarding Baptist covenant theology. After
these three presentations, a panel discussion ensued with all three presenters
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Discussing Differences among Covenantal Views

along with me, as a representative of the PC view, and Robert Howell, who
also served as a representative of the 1689 federalist view.

Overall, the discussion was irenic, constructive, and helpful for all
those involved. In this issue of SBJT, we have published the presentations
of Harrison Perkins and Richard Lucas, along with two articles by
Zach Maxcey, who writes from another Baptist view, namely New Covenant
Theology (NCT). Zach’s articles were presentations given at a conference
in Franklin, Tennessee in 2023, where Zach sought to discuss the similarities
and differences between NCT and PC. We have published Zach’s
articles here in order to further the conversation between various Baptist
covenant theologies, seeking to show a range of viewpoints among Baptists.
Alongside these articles, I have included a fine article by Everett Berry on the
temple theme across the canon that is crucial in thinking of the continuity
and discontinuity of the covenants. In addition, Ranald Macaulay has
written an important article on creation, Genesis, and biblical hermeneutics,
and Ben Cotrell has offered some important reflections on the problem
of evil. Lastly, we have included an updated article by David Howard on
his assessment of various Joshua commentaries, including his own, which
is forthcoming from Holman Reference in 2026. My prayer is that all of
these articles will help us think deeply about Scripture as we seek to bring
all of our thought captive to Christ and his word. There is nothing more
important than rightly reading and applying Scripture to our lives and
to our churches. What we desperately need today is faithful biblical and
theological exposition of the whole counsel of God. My prayer is that in
some small this issue of SBJT will lead to this important end.

In the remainder of this editorial, I will offer a few reflections on the articles
regarding the biblical covenants, especially from a PC view—a view that I
and others have sought to develop in various articles and books. Specifically,
I want to comment on Harrison’s article articulating and evaluating the state
of Baptist covenant theology, and Zach’s articles comparing and contrasting
NCT and PC. Let me start with Zach’s articles.

When Peter Gentry and I wrote Kingdom through Covenant in 2012, I
said that PC was a species of NCT. Primarily, I did so because some of my
theological teachers were advocates of NCT, and I did not want to dismiss
them since I learned much from them. Yet, I quickly discerned that this
statement was not helpful, and as such, I corrected it in the second edition
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in 2018, thus clearly distinguishing PC from NCT. Why? For the simple
reason that NCT is not a monolithic view, and that some within the view
hold to views that are antithetical to PC. For example, as Zach makes clear,
some within NCT reject a creation covenant or a covenant of works, the
imputed righteousness of Christ, i.e., Christ’s active obedience, and the use
and application of the Mosaic law for Christians today, etc. No doubt, not
everyone within NCT rejects these points, but the fact that some do, requires
that we distinguish PC from NCT. Zach does an excellent job describing
both the similarities and differences between NCT and PC, and in his
second article, he asks whether there can be brotherly disagreement
on these issues. I agree that we are all brothers and sisters in Christ.
However, for myself, the rejection of a creation covenant or covenant
of works, the active obedience of Christ imputed to us, tied to the larger law-
gospel contrast, and the proper application of the Mosaic law-covenant to
the church, are non-negotiables. For this reason, I can no longer identify PC
as a species of NCT. For NCT advocates who affirm a creation covenant, the
active obedience of Christ, and the application of all of Scripture to our lives,
I would strongly encourage you to distinguish yourselves from other NCT
advocates who reject these crucial biblical and theological points.

Regarding Harrison’s helpful article, much could be said. Let me offer
three reflections.

First, in developing the view of PC, we never intended to create a “new”
system in complete contrast to historic, Protestant, and Reformed theology.
Instead, our intent was simply to modify or nuance some points, especially
regarding the relationship between the biblical covenants and how they
reach their fulfillment in the new covenant. Harrison is correct that PC is
closer aligned with historic Reformed theology than even some aspects of
1689 federalism, yet our focus was not on the similarities but the differences
between Reformed paedobaptist covenant theology and Reformed, Baptist
covenant theology. This is why our discussion often focused on ecclesiology,
including the ordinances, since this is where most of our differences lie. Yet,
our differences in ecclesiology also reflect larger hermeneutical differences
on how we understand the relationship and progression of the biblical
covenants culminating and in Christ and the new covenant.

Second, Harrison is correct to note that PC’s view of the creation covenant
is basically the same as the best treatment of the covenant of works within
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Reformed theology. But he also fails to acknowledge that there are debates
within traditional Reformed theology regarding the precise nature of the
covenant of works, hence our initial hesitation with the terminology. Yet,
what Harrison affirms in terms of the covenant of works is what PC affirms.
However, we also want to make the point that although Adam and all humans
cannot gain eschatological life by obedience to that covenant, many features
of creation, tied to the covenant, such as our image-bearing role, marriage,
the creation mandate, etc. continue throughout the biblical covenants
reaching their fulfillment in the new covenant. Also, Harrison is correct
that PC affirms the law-gospel contrast as theologically foundational, but
we are more hesitant to identify specific covenants solely in terms of
this distinction. No doubt, the creation covenant is conditional, yet in
all post-fall covenants God continues to demand perfect obedience from us
(which we cannot provide), and he also acts in grace to provide salvation
through type and shadow that ultimately culminates in the only perfectly
obedient covenant-keeper—our Lord Jesus Christ. What I appreciate
about Harrison’s article is the care he has taken to actually understand
the PC view, in contrast to some within his tribe who continue to make
statements that are false regarding our view.

Third, Harrison rightly wants to press the substance-administration
understanding of the covenants, which in theory, PC does not reject.
Furthermore, Harrison’s comments about 1689 federalism on this point,
along with his observation that 1689 federalism makes too strong a separation
between creation and covenant, are very astute. I will let 1689 federalists
respond to them, but for myself, I agree with his comments and critique.
In contrast, PC does not reject the substance-administration distinction, but
our point is that one has to account for this distinction consistent with the
specific biblical covenants in question. This is why PC has argued that God’s
one plan of redemption, grounded in God’s eternal covenant of redemption,
is the new covenant progressively revealed through the biblical covenants.
In this sense, the substance of Christ is in the OT through the covenants
and their various promises, types, and shadows. Yet, the debate is over
how to understand each covenant in its own redemptive-historical
context and how each covenant progressively reveals, anticipates, and is
fulfilled in Christ. This is why we cannot argue that circumcision under
the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants signify exactly the same realities as
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baptism does under the new covenant. Circumcision is a covenant sign
but under the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants it not only externally
distinguishes Israel from the nations, but it also reveals the need for a
new heart, which only some in those covenants had, but it was not true of
the entire covenant community. However, as we walk through the OT, the
Prophets anticipate a day when Christ will ratify a new covenant that brings
to fulfillment all of God’s promises, specific types, etc. in a specific way that
is not exactly the same as under the OT covenants. No doubt, Christ is the
substance given in God’s covenant promises, types, and shadows, but the
OT itself anticipates that fulfillment will result in some changes in the new
covenant that, in my view, traditional Reformed covenant theology does not
account for. This is where the debate lies, and I am thankful for Harrison
furthering this debate.

As noted above, my prayer is that this issue of SBJT will encourage
us to examine our views in light of Scripture. Our understanding of the
covenants must be true to how Scripture presents them, not merely
our theological system, hence why we must return again to God’s word
for correction, instruction, and proper application to our lives and the life

of the church.
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HARRISON PERKINS

Harrison Perkins is pastor of Oakland Hills Community Church (OPC), Farmington Hills, Michigan.
He earned his PhD from Queen’s University, Belfast, UK. Dr. Perkins also serves as a senior research
fellow at the Craig Center for the Study of the Westminster Standards, online faculty in church history
at Westminster Theological Seminary, visiting faculty at Birmingham Theological Seminary, and visiting
lecturer in systematic theology at Edinburgh Theological Seminary. He is the author of several books,
including Catholicity and the Covenant of Works: James Ussher and the Reformed Tradition (Oxford
University Press, 2020); Reformed Covenant Theology: A Systematic Introduction (Lexham Academic,
2024); Righteous By Design: Covenantal Merit and Adam’s Original Integrity (Mentor, 2024); and A
Penitent People: The Doctrine of Repentance (Focus, 2025). He is also the author of numerous articles, and

he posts at Modern Reformation, The Heidelblog, and Christ Over All.

INTRODUCTION

My wife and I are in the process of looking to buy a house. Property, houses,
and neighborhoods have, therefore, been much on my mind recently. In
regard to developing theological currents, thinking about it like navigating
life with interesting neighbors might have some value. Reformed theology
has long lived on a street called “Covenant Theology.” In some ways, it used
to feel like a somewhat secluded street. As I imagine life on this street, my
backyard is complete with a stone birdbath.

After some time on my secluded covenant street with my birdbath, a
new neighbor moves in. I can imagine looking over the fence into my
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new neighbor’s yard and seeing what I think is a big above-ground
swimming pool. One day, I get to talk to my new neighbor over the fence.
Obviously, I commend his lovely pool. To my surprise, he says, “No, no,
that’s a birdbath.” Then he directs me to a small sign by what I thought was
a pool, which reads, “birds must be fully immersed to be truly bathed.” It
dawns on me that not everyone on our covenantal street might see eye-to-
eye about how to get things done.

After time goes by again, we finally get a neighbor on the other side of me.
This neighbor seems very exciting because he builds a full waterslide with
an above ground pool at the bottom in his backyard. On our first meeting,
I certainly commend his amazing slide. As you probably guessed, however,
he replies, “No, no, that’s a birdbath.” Readers are free to allegorize those
neighbors as representatives for my two conversation partners if and as you
see fit. The point is that, even if other parties feel like they’ve owned property
on Covenant Theology Street, Reformed people rightly feel like no one else
has been interested in living on it for some time. As a host of neighbors are
moving in —whether purchasing property for the first time or finally building
on a vacant plot that they have owned for a while is another question —we on
the Reformed side are in the process of sussing out our new neighbors.

Baptist theology is witnessing a burgeoning interest in covenant. On
the one hand, “progressive covenantalism” (hereafter PC) is developing in
mainstream Baptist thought.” On the other hand, “1689 federalism” has a
growing contingent in minority confessional Baptist circles.®> This article
argues that both systems of Baptist covenant theology have incorrectly stated
their relation to traditional Reformed covenant theology.* More pointedly,
PC is closer to Reformed covenant theology than it has suggested but 1689
federalism is further from us than its proponents often claim.® This brief
paper cannot provide wholesale critique of either position with any sort
fairness to their arguments, nor is it worthwhile to take a hard, quick crack
at some particular doctrine within their systems. Rather, the focus is on big-
picture perceptions —mainly pertaining to methodological issues—to
increase clarity and charity within our discussions. The goal is that we all
might recognize a birdbath when we see it, even if it’s different from our own.

Two blanket admonitions for Reformed covenant theology, PC, and 1689
federalism might help us refine our discussion going forward. First, we
should all put a moratorium on asserting that our view is “more biblical”
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The claim, which inevitably irritates readers among the alternative systems,
thoroughly begs the question since we are all striving to be biblical and
each needing to demonstrate our position’s biblical grounding. Second, the
discussion needs to prioritize other issues besides ecclesiology and baptism.
Atleast from the perspective of covenant theology, our emphasis on the unity
of the covenants primarily concerned soteriology. My contention is that
the baseline concerns in covenant theology’s affirmation of one substance
administered through various covenants should not be controversial. Until
we clarify if and how we agree on foundational issues such as the one
gospel delivered differently throughout redemptive history, any debate
about the nature of church membership and sacraments hardly has a point.®
In other words, the discussion must come to terms with the categories of
systematic theology before the redemptive-historical contours of biblical
theology matter.

PROGRESSIVE COVENANTALISM (PC)

Good theological interaction cannot be just an onslaught of criticism if it
is going to be constructive but must include appreciation and critique. For
that reason, we first need to account for the positive. So, for what am I most
thankful in PC?

o They consistently land profound and substantive criticisms against dispensationalism.”

o Their commitment to the unity of redemptive history, including one people
of God.?

o Their perceptive insight about how typological structures drive the progress of
revelation and redemptive history.’

These areas represent clear aspects of PC that seem emphatic and mostly
uniform throughout its published corpus.

What would I change about PC? The question might seem like it
inevitable leads to all the major points of disagreement. The answers
posed here, however, do not aim at any specific views affirmed in the
PC system. Rather, these desired changes suggest what seem to be genuinely
feasible methodological adjustment that would improve discussions with
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Reformed covenant theology by helping us to understand the PC system
more fully and more clearly.

1. PC tends to state disagreements with Reformed covenant theology

when many instances seem to be a rejection of terminology rather than the
substance of the doctrine.

This change is needed because it creates confusion on the Reformed side
followed by consternation on the PC side. When PC advocates have claimed
to have developed a completely new system including differences about
soteriology, Reformed covenant theologians have believed that it is truly on
a totally other paradigm. Then, however, PC advocates become frustrated
that we are criticizing their soteriology and have clarified that they are
assuming the same ordo salutis as traditional Reformed theology, including
how basically the same ordo salutis applied to OT believers as applies to
NT believers."

We need to work to avoid speaking past each other in these ways. Many
conversations with Stephen Wellum and Richard Lucas have clarified for me
that they are focusing their differences on matters of the historia salutis. Still,
we could have avoided much confusion had PC either stated that it assumes a
Reformed ordo salutis, including how that relates to OT soteriology, or simply
not claimed to be developing an entirely different paradigm altogether —
unless they very explicitly then outline points of agreement. Rightly
or wrongly, when I read that PC is claiming that their view is a new paradigm,
then I assume no agreement.

The issue driving this misunderstanding is the difference between rejecting
and modifying existing doctrine. PC modifies several key Reformed
doctrines but does not reject them. Wellum has outlined PC’s basic thesis:

“Progressive covenantalism argues that the Bible presents a plurality of
covenants that progressively reveal our triune God’s one plan for his one people,
which reaches its fulfillment and terminus in Christ and the new covenant.”"'
At least from the Reformed side, that thesis itself is not controversial and in
no way differentiates PC from our view. The difference is in how they see the
shape of the OT covenants pressuring the contours of redemptive history
toward regenerate-only membership in the new covenant.

The paradigm is arguably a modification of a Vossian approach
to redemptive-historical interpretation of the covenants without
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rejecting the Reformed view of what covenants do in redemptive history.
For example, Kingdom through Covenant argues: “Central to our purpose is
that God’s saving kingdom comes to this world through the covenants in a
twofold way.”'? Further, “Covenantalism emphasizes at least two points: first,
that covenants are theologically significant and the means by which God
relates to his creatures and creation and establishes his kingdom, and, second,
that God’s plan is unfolded through the covenants, which are all brought to
their fulfillment in Christ”’*> On the other side, even as far back as 1576,
Caspar Olevianus (1536-87) argued, in his commentary on the Apostles’
Creed, that kingdom and covenant are necessarily and inextricably linked."*
More recently, Meredith Kline, one of the most prominent covenant
theologians of the twentieth century, argued: “Taking the kingdom of God
as our central, organizing theme, we inevitably find ourselves fully involved
with the divine covenants of Scripture; for to follow the course of the
kingdom is to trace the series of covenants by which the Lord administers
his kingdom.”"> Further, “covenants function as administrative instruments
of God’s kingly rule’'® Greater interaction with traditional Reformed
covenant theology would help PC make things clearer for Reformed readers
by helping us all see that their different inflections on this theme might
amount to modifications of an idea but not rejection of a common notion.

A more pointed example is God’s covenant with Adam. Reformed
theology has, since the mid-seventeenth century, most commonly named
it “the covenant of works.” The specific designation should not occupy
much debate. Even as Wellum’s more recent works attest, at least he is
becoming more comfortable with nearly full-throated affirmations of what
we basically mean by the covenant of works (and the pre-temporal covenant
of redemption)."” Kingdom through Covenant says: “In contrast to a covenant
of works, which tends to create too sharp a disjunction between creation
and the subsequent redemptive covenants, it is better to view the covenant
of creation in more continuity with later covenants, as foundational to them
and not as their foil”'* Although there are proponents who fail to represent
the point cogently, consistently, and clearly, the best articulations of PC
actually do affirm the same truth concerning how this covenant is a foil to all
the postlapsarian covenants.

The specific issue of agreement is that this first covenant demanded perfect
obedience to obtain eschatological reward but the only way to eschatological

11



THE SOUTHERN BAPTIST JOURNAL of THEOLOGY 29.3 (2025)

life after the fall is by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone."”
Inasmuch as proponents of PC are willing to affirm that OT believers were
saved because the features of their covenants taught them about Christ, and
that those believers trusted in Christ to receive all his benefits in advance
but in their time, PC advocates agree with the Reformed regarding the
dogmatic core of the substance of the covenant of grace being the same in
every covenantal administration. At least to some degree, PC seems to be on
similar ground with the Reformed when Kingdom through Covenant argues:
“Thus it is clear, from even a few texts in the New Testament, that the
covenant with Abraham is the basis and foundation for the gospel message
announcing forgiveness of sins and justification through Jesus Christ.°
Further, PC seems to argue that the grace of Christ was communicated
during the OT period in a way similar to how Westminster Confession 8.6
affirms that Christ’s work was applied to believers through the ordinances
of the old economy, but they also argue similarly to how Westminster
Confession 7.5 -6 says this substance was fully exhibited.* Two examples:

No doubt, OT saints were forgiven of their sins and justified before God

(Gen 15:6), but only in terms of God’s ultimate provision in Christ.?

For example, under the Old Testament covenants, God’s people were saved
by grace through faith in the promises of God, and the same is true under
the new covenant, yet now there is greater knowledge and clarity regarding
how God’s promises reach their terminus and fulfillment in Christ (Gen. 15:6;

Luke 24:25-27; Rom. 4:9-12; Gal. 3:6-4:7; Heb. 11:8-19).%

If T correctly understand PC to be saying that, before the fall, Adam
could obtain eschatological reward by perfect obedience, but, after the fall,
all eschatological and saving blessings come from Jesus Christ as believers
received him through the promises and ordinances of the former covenants
as they were ultimately about Christ, then PC agrees with traditional
covenant theology about the main way that the covenant of works is a foil
to the covenant of grace in establishing the law-gospel distinction.* The
affirmation of the law-gospel distinction among the best proponents of
PC should not be quickly overlooked, since it is a key piece of Protestant
theology that unites us in clearly teaching the good news of Christ.

12
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Even as PC elaborates their view of the creation covenant, its similarity
to at least some Reformed constructions confirm that they have at most
modified the Reformed view rather than rejected it. Two examples:

We affirm that Adam is created as God’s image-son, a priest-king, and humanity’s
representative head, to rule over creation and to put everything under his feet
(Gen. 1:26-31; Psalm 8). We also affirm that God, as Creator and Lord, rightly

demands perfect obedience from his covenant partner.>®
The Westminster Confession 7.2 states:

The first covenant made with man was a covenant of works, wherein life was
promised to Adam, and in him to his posterity, upon condition of perfect and

personal obedience.?

In his book Christ Alone, Wellum remarkably united these themes with
the gospel by tying Christ’s fulfillment of the law and completion of his
active obedience to creational structures, which left me thinking that he
undoubtedly believed in the covenant of works even if he had not named it
as such.”” Second, furthermore, Wellum explained the continuity of creation
and covenant: “The command, then, given to Adam in Genesis 2:16-17
did not create a ‘covenant of works’ relationship subsequent to creation;
instead, Adam, by virtue of his creation as God’s image-son, was already in
filial relation with his Creator-covenant Lord.”*® Johannes Cocceius argued
the same idea in 1669: “Man, therefore, by the very fact that he was made
according to God’s image, has been constituted as in a covenant with God.””
The upshot is that, using the covenant of works as an example, PC has often
articulated versions of Reformed doctrines with at most modifications made,
entailing that their stated disagreement with Reformed covenant theology is
often overstated, concerning primarily terminology.

In Reformed Covenant Theology, I argued that the omission of the category
of natural law in the discussion of Kingdom through Covenant makes it
unclear how PC affirms the abiding validity of God’s moral law while
denying that the decalogue is distinct within the Mosaic law.* In traditional
Reformed theology, the decalogue summarizes the natural law so remains
the abiding rule of righteousness for Christians, not as Mosaic but inasmuch

13
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as it summarizes our moral obligations from the natural law. Wellum has
clearly affirmed the natural law, and perhaps my criticism for his lack of
clarity in Kingdom through Covenant on this point might be overstated or be
in need of refined precision.’® My point, however, was not to deny that PC
has a place for natural law but simply that, from the perspective of traditional
Reformed theology, the affirmation of natural law is difficult to understand
in light of the rejection of the decalogue as the summary of the moral law.**
Reformed covenant theologians will be helped to know what PC holds as
the summary of the natural and moral law if not the decalogue. This instance
seems to be one where the revision of terminology is causing confusion
about an issue where PC wants Reformed theology to understand their
basic agreement with us.

2. Clarify the systematic implications of their positions.

Sometimes PC argues for biblical-theological positions without fully
spelling out the systematic implications. Reformed covenant theology
would be helped by greater and more thorough explanation of what two of
PC’s positions mean in terms for soteriology. It is hard to accept the basic
claim without knowing how that claim lands and plays out.

First, PC rejects that the Holy Spirit indwelled believers during the
OT period.”> My point is not presently to critique the idea but to ask what
its ramifications are. How does this affect the doctrines of regeneration
and perseverance? How does it not suggest a different ordo salutis for
OT believers? Why is this an important feature of difference within the
dynamic contours of redemptive history? What does it mean about the
guarantee of an inheritance in Christ for OT believers? Does this view hold
any wider systematic relevance that affects other aspects of the PC paradigm,
meaning that it carries dogmatic weight outside itself? These questions do
not insinuate any answers.

Second, PC argues that every covenant is conditional and unconditional **
This point needs elaboration for both the historia salutis and ordo salutis
ramifications of the covenants. It is not clear in some ways what value this
view has in the overall system. The discussion of conditionality might, in
some ways, be tired and fit to be discarded, since too often scholars are
debating the question of whether covenants are conditional without
defining what that means in concrete terms. PC could help readers from the

14
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perspective of Reformed covenant theology by explaining a few implications.
Does a covenant’s conditionality mean that works are part of the condition
for our right relationship with God? Is the demand for obedience general,
broad, and typological thereby showing our need for Christ? Or is it specific,
narrow, and personal meaning that individual believers in the covenant are
under conditions to render obedience in order to enter everlasting life?
Further, what sort of conditions are in view? For example, the distinction
of antecedent conditions (those necessary for salvation) and consequent
conditions (those following from salvation) has historically played a
significant role in how Reformed theology has explained conditionality in
relation to the law-gospel distinction.* Are these sorts of conditions in view
inPC?

The discussion of conditions can become rather winding. That potential is
exactly why Reformed readers need further clarification for understanding
precisely what PC is after in their affirmation that every covenant is
conditional and unconditional. From the Reformed side, the most point
question for this issue concerns its relation to soteriology. In other words,
how does PC’s use of this category relate to the doctrine of justification
by faith alone? This issue is one where Reformed readers need help and
clarification in relating this discussion to our cherished law-gospel distinction
so that we can see how PC does not undermine this important premise.
Again, the questions are requests for clarification, not insinuation of error.
Further, the point that our potential understanding that this position might
undermine the law-gospel distinction is a request for clarification on the
assumption that clarification can be made unto satisfactory resolution
concerning how the best proponents of PC argue their views.

3. Use real and trustworthy Reformed sources.

PC sometimes uses infelicitous sources for engaging Reformed covenant
theology. On a minor level, Kingdom through Covenant engages a Sydney
Anglican theologian concerning the threefold division of the law.* Without
assuming that the cited theologian disagrees with the tradition of covenant
theology on this issue, Sydney Anglicanism hardly best represents the core
trajectory of classic covenant theology when there are plenty of published
works on the moral law from within the Reformed perspective.’”
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At the major level, alongside representatives of mainstream, classic,
confessional Reformed covenant theology—which does contain
legitimate diversity — Kingdom through Covenant cites theologians whose
theology has been rejected by denominational reports from the major
NAPARC communions as out of accord with the Reformed confessions.*
In other words, PC arguments lump confessional covenant theology into the
same group as if we cited — at least as some of us see it — the absolute worst
of Baptistic thought as representing PC ideas just because it was Baptistic. I
would rather see believers sitting under the ministries of the pastors whom I
know in the PC and 1689 federalist camps than to see them in the churches
of a few writers cited in Kingdom through Covenant as though they represent
the view I too hold. Given that PC has objected to being confused with so-
called “new covenant theology”— even though the first edition of Kingdom
through Covenant itself identified progressive covenantalism as a species of
new covenant theology —it seems fair to ask that PC would distinguish
classic and confessional covenant theology from deviant versions that have
been rejected in formal capacities.*” The starting point for correction on this
issue is perhaps to engage covenant theology first through its formulation in
the Reformed confessions.

1689 FEDERALISM

Again, we should balance appreciation and critique. So, for what am I most
thankful in 1689 federalism?

¢ Theyseem to be clearly and consistently committed to the law-gospel distinction,
especially as it relates to soteriology.*

e Their commitment to the abiding validity of God’s moral law, including
the sabbath.*

e It grows within a commitment to doing theology in accord with
confessional standards.*

In some ways, the clear and uniform affirmation of the law-gospel distinction
among 1689 federalists ought to be the note that resounds the loudest in this
whole discussion. Baptist and Reformed theologians might easily lose sight
of this crucial bond of unity in the gospel amidst our other disagreements.
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We ought not to lose sight of this foundational shared commitment even as
we attempt to reckon with areas of difference.

What would I change in 1689 federalism? Reformed theology’s
interaction with 1689 federalism is more complicated and often produces
more frustrations among conversation partners because of much agreement.
Sam Renihan, 1689 federalism’s most able teacher, is a dear friend. 1689
federalism agrees with traditional Reformed covenant theology about
the basic notions of the covenant of works, the covenant of redemption,
and that the covenant of grace is the one source of salvation across
redemptive history.* Difficulty arises because some representatives of 1689
federalism use some different methods to explain what are in some ways some
very similar ideas. These wished-for changes then address methodological
features that seem to complicate the discussion. I understand in light of
their strong application of the law-gospel distinction that advocates of 1689
federalism clear understanding and explanation of the gospel itself, meaning
the reservations below regard the clarity of explanation concerning the
OT saints’ experience of the gospel. Admittedly, this issue is niche but is the
area of most focused disagreement between traditional Reformed covenant
theology and 1689 federalism.

1. The concept of covenants.

1689 federalism relies on the contention that covenants are entirely positive
constructions, arguing that they are something fully post hoc to nature and,
therefore, not mutually informing. Renihan writes, “That which God does
beyond nature is supernatural. Covenants fall into the latter category. They
are not part of the natural created order” and “Covenants, therefore, are not
natural arrangements.”** We should all agree that covenant is not identical
to nature, as if creation and covenant can be completely conflated.* All
the same, Renihan leans heavily on this distinction to emphasize further
the distinctions of natural law from positive law and natural religion from
instituted religion.*

It is worth noting already the 1689 federalism is at odds with both
traditional covenant theology and PC at this point. Westminster Confession
of Faith 19.1-2 states that “God gave to Adam a law, as covenant of works,”
which was later delivered in the Decalogue as a rule of righteousness, and
Westminster Confession 4.2 already clarified that it was “the law of God
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written on their hearts”” In other words, the natural law was the basis of
the covenant of works, which is exactly why some Reformed theologians
have called it the covenant of nature.* In other words, Reformed theology
saw continuity between creation and the covenant of works, rather than
a strictly positivist relation. Similarly, PC argues: “Creation, then, with
a pre-fall and post-fall distinction sets the context for subsequent covenants
which ultimately find their fulfillment in Christ and the new covenant”¥
PC recognizes the demand for perfect obedience as grounded in creation
as driving the tension within the covenants forward toward Christ.>
Considered from the vantage of strictly the historia salutis, this point is fully
compatible with Reformed covenant theology.

1689 federalism parts ways with both camps on this issue. This difference
emerges even in the Second London Baptist Confession as it omits
the full-orbed discussion of the covenant of works that was contained in
the Westminster Confession of Faith. As they revised the Westminster
Confession for their use, the framers of the Second London Baptist
Confession omitted the explicit statement of the covenant of works entirely
from their chapter on the covenants.’' This omission does not set the
Second London Baptist Confession at odds with the covenant of works,
and proponents of 1689 federalism have readily defended that doctrine as
compatible with their confession.”> Even though the covenant of works is
mentioned elsewhere in this confession (20.1), its omission — for whatever
historical reason — under the direct discussion of the covenants is striking.**

1689 federalism’s difference with traditional Reformed covenant theology
is not limited to a mere omission of an explicit statement of the covenant
of works in our confessional chapters on the covenants. The difference is
arguably clearest in the confessional statements about creation. Westminster
Confession 4.2 outlines how God created man “endued with knowledge,
righteousness, and true holiness, after his own image, having the law of God
written in their hearts and the power to fulfill it.” After this description of the
natural law; it affirms in the same paragraph that “Beside this law written in
their hearts, they received a command not to eat of the tree of knowledge of
good and evil; which while they kept they were happy in their communion
with God, and had dominion over the creatures.”>* Westminster’s
formulation then certainly relates the command about the prohibition
against the tree of knowledge as an additional, positive command to the
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natural law but keeps them together as the natural and positive aspects
of the covenant of works. The act of combining our description of that
positive law so closely to our formulation of the natural law suggests, as was
commonplace in Reformed theology, that the tree command was simply a
symbolic representation of our natural obligations for the period of Adam’s
covenantal probation.

In contrast, the Second London Confession makes a hard separation of
these ideas. Its formulation makes two paragraphs where Westminster had
only one. Second London 4.2 somewhat follows Westminster’s position on
natural law but does rework it:

After God made all other Creatures, he created man, man and female, with
reasonable and immortal souls, rendering them fit unto that life to God, for
which they were created; being made after the image of God, in knowledge,
righteousness, and true holiness; having the Law of God written in their hearts,
and power to fulfill it; and yet under a possibility of transgressing, being left to

the liberty of their own will, which was subject to change.*

The broad contours align with Westminster 4.2, but significant details differ.
This natural law rendered Adam “fit unto that life to God, for which they were
created.” Is that life merely continuation in the natural but upright state or is
it eschatological? As we will continue to see, the combination of concepts
in Westminster Confession 4.2, 7.2, and 19.1 suggest that the Reformed
perceived at the confessional level that Adam was naturally oriented toward
eschatological life with God, which the covenant of works as founded in the
natural law with a symbolic positive law enabled Adam to attain.

The Second London Confession 4.3 then separates the positive law about
the tree from its formulation of natural law.

Besides the Law written in their hearts, they received a command not to eat
of the tree of knowledge of good and evil; which whilst they kept, they were

happy in their Communion with God, and had dominion over the Creatures.”
The wording follows the end of Westminster Confession 4.2 exactly, but the

paragraph break has wider implications. For this Baptist formulation, the
condition of maintaining communion with God was located specifically in
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the positive command about the tree. Reformed theology bound natural
and positive law together in covenantal union whereas early-modern Baptist
theology was separating them to tie covenants to the positive laws alone.

A comparison of the confessional discussion of God’s law continues to
reveal that deeper rift between the Baptist and Reformed confessional
formulations of the covenants. Westminster Confession of Faith 19.1 states:

God gave to Adam a law, as a covenant of work, by which he bound him and all
his posterity to personal, entire, exact, and perpetual obedience; promised life
upon the fulfilling, and threatened death upon the breach of it; and endued him
with power and ability to keep it.*®

The Second London Confession 19.1 reads:

God have to Adam a Law of universal obedience, written in his Heart, and
a particular precept of not eating the Fruit of the tree of knowledge of good
and evil; by which he bound him, and all his posterity to entire exact and
perpetual obedience; promised life upon the fulfilling, and threatened death
upon the bread of it, and indued him with power and ability to keep it.*

The notable omission in the Second London Confession is that the
law written on Adam’s heart was given to him as the covenant of works.
Although Second London 20.1 explicitly mentions the covenant of works,
its formulation of the law refused to equate the natural directly with the
covenant of works.” Given that Second London 4.3 tied the maintenance
of communion with God exclusively to the positive law, the aspects of the
covenant of works affirmed after the semi-colon in 19.1 should also likely be
tied exclusively to that positive law. After all, in comparison to Westminster
19.1, the framers of the Second London Baptist inserted this description
of the positive law as the direct antecedent to what they accept about the
covenant of works.

At the confessional level, Baptists historically articulated a greater divide
between nature and covenant than Reformed theologians have. Given
my argument above, we should then be clear that early-modern Baptists
were not following Reformed theology directly or identically about the
relationship of covenant to creation. 1689 federalism has picked up that
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difference to emphasize the positivist nature of covenants wherein, as
positivism accentuates, the singular and conventional is stressed to the
exclusion of relations that are inferred according to some other principle

I Jts formulation—inasmuch as voluntarism

than sense experience.’
emphasizes what is chosen over what has an underlying reason — propounds
a more voluntarist notion of covenants, especially the creation covenant
than either traditional Reformed covenant theology or PC. Why is this issue
so important?

First, it affects how we think of our covenantal anthropology. Certainly,
the distinction between creation and covenant is commonplace in
Reformed theology.® Nonetheless, 1689 federalism’s separation of creation
and covenant presses their position toward a Roman Catholic anthropology,
wherein the doctrine of pure nature divides our supposedly natural and
supernatural ends according to what belongs to our base nature and what is
superadded to our nature by grace. That Roman doctrine draws heavily upon
the distinction of natural and supernatural religion, especially concerning
how we are ordered to a supernatural end in the beatific vision and how
to attain that superadded end. Regarding our eschatological orientation,
Renihan writes: “Confirmed eternal life and immutable perfect
communion with God were not part of Adam’s natural constitution.”®®
On this point as such, everyone agrees so far as it goes. The real question,
however, is whether God had created Adam naturally oriented toward
that eschatological life. If yes, then the covenant is not entirely positive or
disconnected from nature. If no, then God had to add that eschatological
orientation to Adam’s base constitution, producing the Roman Catholic
doctrine of pure nature. Renihan’s best published formulations of this
consideration of orientation are ambiguous:

The attachment of the promise of the reward of life to Adam’s obedience
establishes the identity of this covenant. Adam’s obedience would not have
been meritorious for any reward at all, not to mention the ‘reward of life, were
it not for an arrangement established by God to arrange it. The only reason
that Adam’s obedience to the positive laws would be meritorious for eternal life,

was because God condescended to make it so according to covenant.®
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The claim, however, that “in God’s dealings with Adam, God advanced
him beyond his created state” might suggest something along the lines
of the pure nature idea.” The problem is that in Reformed theology, we
are fundamentally a religious creature even naturally ordered toward a
relationship with God in consummate, eschatological communion. In
traditional Reformed covenant theology, the covenant was often the judicial
mechanism enabling Adam to attain his eschatological end for which God
had created him.® For PC to seek reproachment with 1689 federalism on
this point of the relationship of creation and covenant would seem to entail
a wholesale repudiation of their paradigm, which gravitates away from
positivist principles.

This positivist concept of covenant has serious bearing on how 1689
federalism relates the various biblical covenants. Renihan connects it to a
methodological concern:

The all-important connection of these truths for the relationship between
biblical theology and systematic theology is that because covenants are not
natural arrangements, “not found in nature’s garden,” there are certain senses
in which they are not the proper subjects of consequential, or inferential,
arguments. And thus, one must be careful not to over-systematize or draw
connections and proportions from that which is what it is only by virtue of
sovereign institution. To put it another way, necessary consequences don’t
work for covenants because there is no necessity in covenants. Covenants are

not natural. They are not part of the created order.’

Other statements confirm a consistent implementation of this premise:
“And thus, what one covenant is has no necessary connection to what
another covenant is. This clarifies the connection of the distinction between
creation and covenant to the distinctions between natural law and positive
law, as well as natural religion and instituted religion.”*® “The point is simply
that they are not necessarily true because the features of one covenant cannot
be used to determine the features of another covenant. There is no natural
necessity, inference, or proportion between things instituted, things positive,
things supernatural, things covenantal”® 1689 federalism then denies that
the various covenants are mutually informing,
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The positivist notion of covenant means that no covenant has any
integral relation to another covenant. This point is, first, at odds with
the redemptive-historical outlook of PC that argues that patterns, structures,
types, and foundations built into creation itself establish the forward motion
of Scripture’s narrative through the covenants.”” Methodologically, 1689
federalism and PC move opposite directions about the baseline concept
of a covenant, especially in how mutually informing they are, and how
covenants press toward their fulfillment in Christ. Philosophically, the
positivist premise that covenants cannot be used to understand the features
of other covenants, as a dismissal of inferential interpretation, entails that
every covenant is a particular simply designated as a covenant, but no real
universal category of covenant exists. Hence, the 1689 federalist notion
of covenant is nominalist. As Matthew Barrett has effectively shown,
nominalism ran contrary to the main thrust of Reformation doctrine, which
is clearest in soteriology.”*

Although no 1689 federalists have applied their positivist principles to the
conditions of justification before God, the insistence upon entirely positivist
conditions as the terms of each covenant unintentionally opens the door for
a possibility to introduce works in soteriology. Emphatically, the potential
liability to an error is not the same as making it, and no 1689 federalists,
at least insofar as I am aware, have made this error— their conscious
commitment to the law-gospel distinction is a hard guardrail against it.
Nonetheless, no reason is immediately obvious why, if covenantal conditions
are purely positive, God could not assign the performance of imperfect works
as the terms for obtaining salvation. If the condition for eschatological life is
not grounded in the natural demand according to humanity as God made us
undamaged and with original righteousness, then why could not accept the
imperfect performance by sinners of some positively stipulated condition?
After all, some 1689 federalists have posited that sinners could earn access
to the substance of covenants that had works as the condition when the
substance pertained to earthly blessings.”” Given this voluntarist basis, 1689
federalism needs to clarify — according to their system — what real principle
inherently prevents the same sort of positivist grounds of merit from
applying to sinners concerning heavenly rewards. This call for clarification
and consistency in no way suggests that 1689 federalists have made the error
that is a possibility within their system’s operative principles.
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That connection to nominalism traces out in how 1689 federalists interpret
the covenant formula of God’s repeating promise that “I will be God to you”
(e.g., Gen 17:7; Exod 6:7; 19:5-6; 29:45-46; Jer 7:23; 24:7; 31:1, 33;
Ezek 34:24, 30; 2 Cor 6:16-17; Rev 21:3, 7). For 1689 federalism, God’s
promise “to be God to you” does not mean the same thing in every covenant
but is the summary of whatever blessing belongs to that covenant.” On the
one hand, Renihan implements this point concerning 1689 federalism’s
understanding of how the revealed terms of a covenant determine if it is a
covenant of works or grace, articulating how the grounds for God to be God
to his people change the basis for how the people experience that blessing.”
On the other hand, Pascal Denault draws upon the nominalist principle of
refusing to let any covenant have necessary relation to another by applying
the same argument to what the blessing itself is:

In other words, what having God as one’s God implies must be determined
based on the terms of the covenant by which God commits to being God for
his people. As the Creator, is not God the God of all men (Ps. 24.1; Mal 2.10;
Mt 5.45; 1 Tim. 4.10; 2 Pet 2.1)? As the redeemer of Israel, he was the God of
all people without all people necessarily benefitting from the grace of salvation
(Rom. 9:6-8; nevertheless, this same people is often called the people of
God (Deut. 27.9; 2 [sic] Rom 9.6; Ps.50.7). By committing to being the God
of Israel, the Lord was promising her superiority over other nations, protection,
the possession of Canaan, the blessing of her land ... [sic] (cf. Deut. 28.1-14).
On the terms of the covenant concluded in the Sinai desert can tell us to what

God was committing by promising to be the God of Israel.”®

Although Renihan’s argument addresses how the terms of the covenant
determine the way that people obtain the blessing of having God as their
God, Denault inverts the point to say that the terms and the type of covenant
determine what the blessing even means that God is God to a people. He
made this point clear in explaining the new covenant:

To be God’s people under the New Covenant, is guaranteed by the forgiveness
of sins obtained by the mediator of this covenant; this is why Christ is presented
as the one who is its guarantor (Heb. 7.22)... What is more, to have the Lord

as one’s God under the Old Covenant did not confer the same blessings as

24



Peering Over the Fence: Presbyterian Reflections on Baptist Neighbors Doing Covenant Theology

under the New Covenant: the first guaranteed earthly blessings, the second,

heavenly blessings: eternal life.”

Renihan is on firmer conceptual ground since he did not leave the meaning
of the covenant formula entirely up for grabs. Denault, however, has assigned
entirely different blessings to the same words.

The significance of Denault’s maneuver leaves the principal basis for biblical
theology in question. Progressive revelation is not static but develops in
continuity with previous revelation. Even as later writers develop themes by
invoking phrases and concepts, that development and change occurs on the
basis of assuming the same meaning as its earlier use and then reshapingitina
new context. That method of development, however, presumes that meaning
carries over. Denault use of the nominalist/positivist concept of covenants
omits that continuity of meaning, which is the basis of development. When
Revelation 21:3 invokes the covenant formula from Leviticus 26:11-12
and Ezekiel 37:26-28, the intent is to describe the new heavens and new
earth as the ultimate consummation God’s promised covenant blessings
from the OT— going all the way back to Abraham — rather than to revise
the meaning of those blessings.”” In 2 Corinthians 6:16-7:1, Paul enlists
the same covenant formula from Leviticus 26:11 with exhortations from
Isaiah 52:11 and Ezekiel 20:34 to show how the consummate reality of this
old covenant blessing in the church should motivate Christians to holiness.”
The positivist concept of covenants in 1689 federalism then leaves much for
them to clarify to hold a cogent system together.

2. Dialectic Reasoning.

The tendency toward nominalist formulations also produces a dialectic
tension in 1689 federalism when it comes to the unity of salvation across
redemptive history. The insistence that the new covenant alone is the
covenant of grace and that the previous covenants had their own distinct
substance, therefore not administering the substance of the covenant
of grace, produces a strained explanation of how old covenant believers
received salvation. The effect is affirmations of seemingly incompatible ideas.
Second London Baptist Confession 8.6 outlines the issues:
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Although the price of Redemption was not actually paid by Christ, till after
his Incarnation, yet the virtue, efficacy, and benefits thereof were communicated
to the Elect in all ages successively, from the beginning of the World, in and
by those Promises, Types, and Sacrifices, wherein he was revealed, and signified
to be the Seed of the Woman, which should bruise the Serpents head; and
the Lamb slain from the foundation of the World: Being the same yesterday,

and today, and forever.”

Given that this statement is very close in wording to Westminster Confession
8.6, it helpfully sets out an area where there should be unflinching agreement
as Baptists have historically confessed that the blessings of Christ’s work—
the substance of the new covenant—were distributed to believers through
the ordinances of the OT covenants.*

In some ways similar to Reformed covenant theology, 1689 federalism
argues that there is one covenant of grace providing salvation across the
scope of redemptive history. Denault summarizes the position:

The Baptists maintained unity with the Presbyterians by affirming the unity of
the Covenant of Grace. Baptist theology subscribed fully to the notion of their
[sic] being only one Covenant of Grace in the Bible, which bring together all
who are saved as one people ... The Baptists considered that the Covenant of
Grace started immediately after the Fall and that the substance of this covenant,

even under the Old Testament, was salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.*!

Although this statement seemingly aligns with mainstream Reformed
covenant theology, this expression of 1689 federalism denies that the same
substance —namely Christ and his benefits—belongs to the Old and NT
covenants: “The Baptists saw a unity of substance in the Covenant of Grace
from Genesis to Revelation, but they didn’t see this same unity between the
Old and the New Covenants. They therefore did not accept the idea that
those two covenants were two administrations of a same covenant [should
be “same substance”].”®* This formulation raises the question about how OT
believers received that salvation.

The tension comes because 1689 federalism insists that the new covenant
is exclusively the covenant of grace but denies that there have been
diverse administrations of its substance. Drawing upon the distinction
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between the revelation and the administration of the covenant of grace,
Denault concluded: “The Baptists believed that before the arrival of the
New Covenant, the Covenant of Grace was not formally given, but only
announced and promised (revealed).”®> To reconcile how the covenant
of grace could grant its benefits before Christ enacted the new covenant,
Denault contended: “This distinction: (revealed/concluded) summarized
the difference between the Covenant of Grace in the Old Testament
and the Covenant of Grace in the New Testament. In the Old, it
was revealed, in the New, it was concluded (fully revealed according to
the expression of the 1689).”** In this respect, “Before the establishment
(vevopobétnrar) of the New Covenant, the Covenant of Grace did not have
a concrete manifestation, any cultus or ceremony; it was not a covenant, but
a promise revealed in an obscure manner under types and shadows.”® This
formulation demands an explanation for how believers received the grace of
the new covenant/covenant of grace during the OT period.

Without a doubt, 1689 federalism affirms that believers during OT period
did receive Christ’s grace. The explanation of how that occurred introduces
the dialectical aspect of their reasoning. Denault writes:

The Presbyterians and the Baptists both believed that Christ’s sacrifice was
effective before being offered, however they saw the relationship of this
effectiveness with the Old Covenant differently. Many paedobaptists considered
that it was through the Old Covenant that Christ offered the benefits of his
mediation to the believers that were under this covenant, while the Baptists
affirmed the effectiveness of Christ’s death from the revelation of the Covenant
of Grace, but exclusively by virtue of the New Covenant. These two conceptions
were very different; according to the paedobaptist conception, the work of

Christ was communicated to believers both by the Old and New Covenants.®

The tension in this argument is that the Second London Confession also
says that Christ’s work was communicated believers specifically “in and by”
the old covenants’ ordinances, which Denault flatly denied. Any attempt
to affirm the confessional language of “by” while also directly criticizing
it seemingly involves some sort of dialectic language game grounded in
nominalist principles.”’
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The confusion arises because of the dialectic between, on the one hand,
1689 federalism’s attempt to affirm that OT believers received the grace
of Christ and, on the other hand, their denial that the OT covenants
were administrations of that substance. The problem is that we cannot
truly have it both ways. Either the blessings of Christ’s new covenant
mediation were delivered in advance without the same external means
as we have in the new covenant, or they were not. 1689 federalism affirms
that Christ’s blessings were applied to believers but wants to deny that it was
administered differently. Eventually, they must affirm that one substance
was differently administered, even if they parse that differently than the
Westminster Confession. Denault writes: “Those who were saved before
Christ were saved because of an oath; those who were saved after Him were
saved because of a covenant”® Certainly, he means that the old covenant
saints were saved because of Christ’s work. That work was applied to old
covenant believers, however, with the substance of the covenant of grace
(for them, the new covenant) being given via an oath rather than a covenant.
In other words, the substance was administered differently. It has to be
so unless we are going to embrace full-throated dispensationalism even
for a different manner of salvation. We end up with the same structure of
one substance administered in different ways regardless of how we parse
the method of administration. The simple fact is that the same covenantal
benefits (substance) that we receive from Christ in the new covenant were
either applied to believers before his coming through other means than we
have now (particularly either through other but nonetheless sacramental
ordinances or somehow with a lack of sacramental ordinances entirely) or it
was not given at all until Christ came.

Among some representatives of 1689 federalism, this dialectical tension
wherein the covenant of grace both communicated Christ’s benefits and
was not administered ends up breaking the wrong direction. Although the
covenants of the old economy “carried the promise of another covenant,”
they revealed but did not apply the substance of this covenant of grace.*
More specifically, “Through typology, the Old Covenant portrayed salvation
in Jesus Christ, but it did not offer salvation in and of itself”*° This point
becomes clear as Renihan argued: “The covenant of grace is the in-breaking
of the covenant of redemption into history through the progressive
revelation and retroactive application of the New Covenant. For
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Reformed covenant theology, the ordinances of the OT covenants serve
as means of grace to apply Christ and his benefits proactively, namely
in advance, to believers before Christ came.” The 1689 federalist position
that new covenant blessings retroactively applied to OT believers entails
that those saints did not receive the full experience of saving benefits until
after Christ inaugurated the new covenant.” Far from reading too much into
infelicitous words, Renihan has written a whole volume explicitly defending
the notion that OT saints did not enter heaven until after Christ came in
the incarnation.”* Although he affirmed that OT believers trusted in Christ,
which guaranteed their future rescue from Sheol as a place of privation, he
nonetheless resolved the dialectical tension about the lack of administration
for the covenant of grace by rejecting that OT believers had the full
experience of Christ’s blessings, specifically in that they did not enter heaven
until Christ came in the incarnation.”

Similar to the way that 1689 federalism’s positivist construction
of covenants facilitates a Roman Catholic doctrine of pure nature
in anthropology, their denial of the same substance diversely administered
starts to resemble a Roman reading of redemptive history. Cardinal Thomas
Cajetan (1469-1534) articulated his understanding— positivist at that —
of the redemptive historical development of the covenants:

For we often read in the Old Testament that God deigned to make a pact
with men. Indeed in Genesis 9, God’s covenant is written about the future of
not another universal flood. And in Genesis 15, God made a covenant with
Abraham to give the land of Canaan to his seed. And Genesis 17. The covenant
of circumcision is written. And Exodus 24, Moses says, This is the blood of
the covenant, etc. Jeremiah 31. God clearly speaks of the covenant of the new
law and the old ... For it is clear from these events that merit’s condition can
be found even legally in our works related to the first thing about which an

agreement [conventio] was made with God.*

The notion that OT saints did not experience the full benefits of Christ
until he came in redemptive history because the covenants of the old
economy had another substance has an antecedent, but it is outside the
Reformed tradition.
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This redemptive-historical issue clearly pertains most forcefully to the
ordinances or sacraments in the covenants of the old and new economies.
At least for some 1689 federalists, the ordinances of the old economy,
particularly circumcision, concerned merely the earthly promises to
Abraham concerning a physical offspring, a land, and kingship rather
than the spiritual realities of Christ.”” Charles Hodge noted that Roman
Catholics rejected the identity of substance across the covenant of grace
precisely to differentiate the old and new sacraments. Because they
believe the sacraments effectually communicate saving grace and saw that
many Israelites rejected salvation, they teach that the ordinances of the
old economy merely signify grace while the new convey it. This premise
grounds Rome’s reasoning for the limbus patrum, wherein OT believers did
not enter heaven until after Christ came, namely because the covenantal
ordinances of the OT could not directly communicate Christ and
his benefits.” In arguing against the Anabaptists about the nature of salvation
across the covenant of grace, Hodge said, “It follows from the same premises
in opposition to the Romanists, that the salvation of the people of God who
died before the coming of Christ was complete. They were truly pardoned,
sanctified, and, at death, admitted to that state into which those dying in the
Christian faith are now received.”” The Reformed tradition has then long
appealed to the unity among sacraments of the Old and NT in applying
Christ and his benefits precisely to argue against the Roman notion of the
limbus patrum.'® Baptist theologian Craig Carter has articulated a stronger
way forward in recognizing a real Christological ontology to the OT."*! This
model coheres well with traditional Reformed categories that effectively
explain how the effects of Christ’s mediation could be applied in full even
before his historical work in the incarnation.'®

The tension behind this matter of the proleptic application
of Christ’s benefits, which is bound into the nature of how OT
ordinances could communicate salvation, rests partly on a confusion
concerning external-internal issues. For some 1689 federalists, this confusion
carries into even the new covenant itself. Baptists want to affirm that only
those with the substance of the covenant of grace are in its administration.
Denault thus criticized Reformed covenant theology for separating
substance and administration: “We believe that it was arbitrary on the part
of paedobaptists to link baptism, not to the internal substance, but to the
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external administration of the Covenant of Grace since baptism symbolizes
union in the death and resurrection of Christ (the ultimate spiritual
substance of the Covenant of Grace”'® The criticism itself is confused,
however, because baptism—as I think everyone understands it—is an
external rite applied tangibly to the body through the use of water.

The criticism also fails because it cannot cash out its own terms.
Denault asserts: “In fact, the Scriptures declare that no member of the New
Covenant can be deprived of its substance, the latter being nothing less
than salvation in Jesus Christ.”'** The claim is patently false, however, since
every communion has the problem of baptized and communing members
proving that their profession of faith was false. Unless it is affirmed that
every baptized person is truly and certainly saved, which likely necessitates
an Arminian soteriology that none in this conversation employ, then we
all have to admit that people can illicitly participate in the administration
of the covenant of grace—however defined —without truly partaking
of its substance. Renihan affirms clearer and better lines concerning
the substance-administration distinction:

We would agree with the distinction between the substance of the covenant—
its inward invisible benefits —and the external administration of the covenant.
So, not everyone who’s eating the bread and drinking the cup is necessarily
feeding on Christ by faith, not everyone who’s baptized is partaking of Christ
by faith in baptism, etc. We acknowledge that ... But the idea that there is
the inward, invisible benefits of the covenant—the substance—and the
outward visible administration of it in its ordinances, we would absolutely
affirm that.'*®

1689 federalism would be helped by implementing this solid understanding
of the substance-administration discussion more thoroughly and
consistently throughout the explanation of their system. The consistent
application of this distinction would have helped avoid some of the
problems about relating the substance of the new covenant to the covenantal
administrations during the OT period.

This criticism about confusion over internal-external issues is not
simply crossed-wires as if a Reformed covenant theologian is trying to
fit Baptist theology into his Procrustean bed. Jordan Steffaniak has well
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argued that Baptist covenant theology should align itself more thoroughly
with Westminster federalism on all issues save the structure of the new
covenant administration. He has leveled the same critique of confusion
about the internal-external issues against Baptist compatriots:

Second, the New Testament is also marked by an external physical sign:
water baptism. It is not as if the New Testament suddenly sheds all external
signs that point toward an inward reality. Water baptism guarantees a baptized
heart as much as physical circumcision guarantees a circumcised heart. Why do
Baptists think the New Covenant is purely internal when they have an external

and physical sign in water baptism?'

Further, Steffaniak also recognized that we all share the same problem of
explaining how some participate in the covenant’s administration without
partaking of its substance: “Baptists seem to forget that baptism is both a
physical and spiritual reality — like outward and inward circumcision. There
are plenty of people Baptists have baptized who are not carrying the internal
reality of spirit baptism.”'”” Steffaniak exemplifies the sort of theological
reasoning that is highly conducive to greater reproachment among Baptist
and Reformed explanations of covenant theology. We should aim for
maximal agreement rather than independent systems.

Ultimately, 1689 federalism seems inconsistent with its own positivist
criteria for determining the substance of specific covenants. This
inconsistency occurs as they blend the OT covenants. Renihan clearly
outlined the 1689 federalist paradigm for the terms-substance relation:

You know what a covenant is based on what it grants. And the old covenant
purifies the flesh. It doesn’t purify the conscience, so therefore because it has
an inferior promise and an other promise, a different promise from that of the
new covenant, it cannot be the same for substance. The fact that the grace of
Christ is presented to believers secondarily through typology still doesn’t make
the old covenant the new covenant. It just means that it’s a type of the new

covenant and that the grace of Christ is made known there.'®®

That criterion is not fully and consistently applied, however, concerning
covenants besides the new covenant. Renihan cited Benjamin Keach, who
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taught that the Adamic and Sinaitic covenants were different in “end and
design” but “both, as to the Essence and Substance of them but one and
the same Covenant.”'” Given the 1689 federalist premise of positive laws
as defining a covenant’s terms, these covenants are certainly different since
the law for Adam concerning the tree is not the Mosaic laws. How, then,
can these covenants be the same in substance? 1689 federalism sets aside
the criteria for positivist terms determining a covenant’s substance when
it comes to relating the various OT covenants, resulting in an erroneous
blending of those economies together.'*

The attempted resolution of the dialectical relationship of the substance
of Christ’s benefits being administered before the incarnation is two-
tier typology. Renihan specifies: “Integral to the Particular Baptists’ covenant
theology was their view of typology. Types revealed antitypes, but were
distinct in substance from them.”'"" If 1689 federalists truly affirm Second
London Baptist Confession 8.6, the promises, types, sacrifices, and general
ordinances of the OT covenants did deliver the antitypical substance,
thereby administering the same substance, then it is hard to fathom how
they can reconcile that affirmation with the premises of their typology. Yet,
Renihan noted about the old economy ordinances that “the question arose
as to whether their typical character made them distinct from the blessings
to which they pointed. If there were a difference in substance between the
type and antitype, one would have to acknowledge a difference in substance
between the Old and New Covenants.”""> The two-tier explanation does
not seem to harmonize this aspect of the 1689 federalist dialectic fully with
their confession.

The argument for harmonization is to attach the spiritual component to the
secondary layer of the types. Relying on John Cameron’s covenant theology,
1689 federalism asserts that old covenant types were primarily about earthly
realities and secondarily means of grace communicating Christ to the elect.'
According to 1689 federalism, that a type primarily concerns something at
the earthly level, only secondarily signifying the spiritual reality, makes the
substance of the new covenant different from that of all the other covenants.

From the Reformed perspective, the two-level typology of 1689
federalism makes a type’s relationship to Christ merely accidental, rather
than inherent, conflicting with Hebrews’ insistence that God established
types precisely because of spiritual realities (Heb 8:1-7)."* Two-

33



THE SOUTHERN BAPTIST JOURNAL of THEOLOGY 29.3 (2025)

level typology’s suggestion that a type’s first-level typological significance
is substantially distinct from its meaning in Christ seems to confuse the
relationship of type and antitype. For example, the suggested two levels of
animal sacrifices are (1) meeting the requirements of the Mosaic covenant
and (2) pointing to Christ’s work.""® It is not clear, however, how meeting
the Mosaic covenant’s requirements is a distinct level of typology apart from
pointing to Christ. The animal sacrifices providing for tenure in Canaan is
simply the type, and its antitype is Christ’s death to provide for entrance
into the new creation. Reading another level into the Mosaic sacrifices’
significance arbitrarily disconnects one feature of the whole type and divests
it of spiritual significance. In every example, it seems that the “first level” is
simply what has been traditionally called the type —the earthly aspect—
and the “second level” is simply the antitype — its eschatological fulfillment.
The type is obviously not its fulfillment, but if its meaning as a type is
“substantially distinct” from its fulfillment, then it is no longer a type. ''¢

The culminating observation is that if OT ordinances were only
secondarily about Christ, they were primarily about something else. In
other words, 1689 federalism seems at odds with the inherent unity of
progressive revelation concerning, as PC would put it, the plurality of
covenants drive the metanarrative of God’s one plan culminating in Christ.""”
For 1689 federalism, the OT covenants are only secondarily about that
one plan. 1689 federalism should help its Reformed readers by clarifying how
their two-tier typology does not make the OT primarily about something
other than Christ, implicitly veering toward dispensationalist structures.

From a Reformed perspective, the problem in 1689 federalism
concerning typology and substance is tied into a misunderstanding of
sacramental function. Renihan outlined the 1689 federalist premise for
distinguishing the type’s meaning from the antitype’s meaning: “On the
earthly level, animal sacrifices had a real function and purpose and meaning.
And that meaning was substantially distinct from its antitypical meaning. The
blood of goats and bulls is not the blood of Christ, and their forgiveness
is not the forgiveness that Christ’s blood affords. Nevertheless, they
made Christ’s forgiveness known.”''* The move to distinguish the substance
of a type from its antitypical significance aims to keep the substance of the
covenant of grace from belonging in any inherent way to the covenants of
the old economy: “Thus the Old Covenant and the New, though closely
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connected through typology, were not the same thing. They were not
one in substance. And their differences could not be reduced to external
administrational changes.”"” Thus, 1689 federalism denies that type and
antitype have the same substance in order to keep the substance of the
covenant of grace from having any direct or inherent relationship to the
ordinances of the OT covenants.

The claim that a type cannot be the substance of its antitype, from the
vantage of sacramental function, misses the point entirely. The premise
itself confuses the nature of typology. The type as type is necessarily about
its antitype, else it is not serving as a type. For example, if we consider the
animal sacrifices without reference to their divinely intended meaning
in fore-signifying Christ’s sacrifice, then we are no longer discussing them
as types. The sacrifices’ truly historical — albeit proleptic — correspondence
to their fulfillment in Christ is what makes them typological."” Outside
that relationship to an antitype, they cannot be a type. This same premise
considered in the example of animal sacrifices applies to all types. 1689
federalism seems to miss that they cannot validly speak of a type outside of
its relation to its fulfillment in its antitype. Outside that relation, the person,
event, or institution that is a type in relation to the antitype becomes
just something that happened in history. The 1689 federalist model of
typology then risks evacuating the inherent spiritual valence from the OT
and the God-appointed features of religious life for the believers who lived
during that OT period."*! 1689 federalism can help its Reformed readers by
clarifying how it maintains that necessary inherent connection between type
and antitype.

This skewed premise of typology disrupts a properly sacramental
understanding of the OT types and ordinances. Since Augustine, Christians
have always had a distinction between signs and the realities signified.'** So, of
course a type, since it is a sign, is not itself the substance of its antitype, which
is the signified reality. Nonetheless, the same is true of ordinances in the new
covenant since the sign baptism is not itself the reality of regeneration and
the signs of the bread and the cup in the Lord’s Supper are not themselves the
physical body and blood of Christ. Thus, in the new covenant, we also have
signs that have a sacramental relation to the spiritual realities that they signify.
Interestingly, the catechisms most closely linked to the network of churches
that composed the Second London Baptist Confession omit the language of
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signs and seals from their discussion of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, thus
departing from the standard Augustinian pattern and creating a precedent
for the lack of sacramental awareness in 1689 federalism.'*

The sacramental function of the OT types and ordinances is again simply
what Second London Confession 8.6 affirms. Namely, the virtue, efficacy,
and benefits of Christ’s incarnate work were applied to believers during the
OT period “in and by those Promises, Types, and Sacrifices”** Certainly,
those types and ordinances proleptically revealed and signified Christ and
his work. They also applied, as means of grace, Christ and his benefits to
believers who made use of those ordinances with true faith in the reality
therein signified. Daniel Block outlines this sacramentality well:

when God observed faith demonstrated in a pure life and rituals performed as
he instructed, he applied to that person the forgiveness made possible through
the blood of Christ, whose redemptive work was “foreknown” (Gk. progindskd;
cf. the use of this verb in Rom. 8:29; 11:2) and who was slain from “before the

foundation of the world” (cf. 1 Pet. 1:20).125

Block says essentially the same as theologians on both sides of the baptism
debate have affirmed in Westminster Confession 8.6 and Second London
Confession 8.6.

1689 federalists obviously affirm the statements of their confession.
Nonetheless, their version of typology has seemingly disconnected the OT
typological ordinances from their sacramental function. If the types and
ordinances of the former covenants truly delivered Christ and his benefits
to those who used them in true faith—in the same way as the Word,
baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and prayer serve as means of grace unto Christ
for us today— then those types applied the substance of the covenant of
grace (even if the covenant of grace is defined as the new covenant). The
point has never been that a sacramental ordinance is the substance or
reality signified. The point is that God has used these signifying and/or
typological ordinances as means of grace to bring spiritual realities to bear
upon believers. Inasmuch as God used the features of religious life during
the OT to create, confirm, and cultivate faith in Christ, they administered the
substance of the covenant of grace. 1689 federalism can help its Reformed
readers by explaining, clarifying, and developing its understanding of
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the sacramental role that OT ordinances had in truly applying Christ and
his benefits, that is the substance of the covenant of grace.

3. Manner of Engagement.

The scholars and teachers in 1689 federalism, inasmuch as I know them, are
fine and godly men. I count several of them as my friends —you will have
to ask them about their opinion of me. The adherents, however, are often
hard at war. 1689 federalism, even according to Renihan, is largely on online
movement with certain liabilities that are inherent to that medium."** Some
of the most prominent advocates of 1689 federalism are these online figures,
who seemingly fail to make good-faith efforts at doing theology.

They often twist alternative arguments into the worst possible meaning,
even despite the clarification, objection, and insistence of the people
who made those arguments. Ironically, they also persistently claim to be
misunderstood and misrepresented without offering full explanation to
address what has been misunderstood. Often this tactic simply leans on one
side of their dialectic structure as is advantageous to the moment without
holding it together with the opposing side of the dialectic.

It is hard to take the claim of misrepresentation seriously any longer
unless a clearer interpretation is proved and demonstrated from the existing
published material as it is worded presently. Richard Lucas has noted that
1689 federalism has not published with mainstream evangelical publishers,
instead producing material through self-publication and “in-house small
publishing efforts”**” The lack of any major publisher’s editorial team
might explain why Reformed and PC readers seem, at least from the 1689
federalist perspective, to misunderstand them so frequently and thoroughly:
no rigorous grid of consistency and cogency has been forced upon writings
from the 1689 federalist perspective. On the other hand, if I might blunt
for a moment, perhaps that lack of consistency, cogency, and clarity could
be a reason why 1689 federalists have not been able to land their writings
with those mainstream publishers. The point is that 1689 federalist writings
themselves may lend to misinterpretation because of an inherently non-
cogent and internally confused nature. The 1689 federalist claim to be
misrepresented would then be the boy who cried wolf.

1689 federalism can help its conversation partners from Reformed
covenant theology (and PC for that matter) by toning down the aggression
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and limiting its tendency toward heated debate. Many Reformed theologians
are losing interest in 1689 federalism because we feel its representatives
want us to engage with them only so that they can have another platform
to debate us. All of us—and I certainly do — should lament any contention
or ungodliness in how our party conducts itself in theological discussion.
Reformed theologians have undoubtedly been guilty of this fault at times,
and we should repent if we are liable of it. We should all should work toward
more cordial interaction aimed at friendship and greater agreement.

CONCLUSION

Scripture makes great use of covenant as an important theme, which
Baptist and Reformed theologians have rightly recognized. We often
struggle to understand each other well concerning how we are interpreting
the covenants when we come at them from varying hermeneutical and
systematic standpoints. Before criticizing each other on particular aspects
of our systems, we should strive for greater methodological clarity as we
press for greater, even maximal, agreement on foundational matters. It is
worth stating those areas of agreement and appreciation before rushing to
contend over areas of disagreement. Accordingly, covenant theologies of
varying kinds should not limit the discussion to ecclesiology since that is the
primary area of divergence and will short circuit discussion on other fronts.
This essay has tried to outline ways in which Reformed covenant theology, at
least as I understand it, struggles to accept certain methodological aspects
of PC and 1689 federalism in hopes that its suggestions might foster clearer
discussion and even mutual methodological refinement moving forward.
Thankfully, even though someone in this discussion necessarily fails to
recognize a birdbath, ultimately Christ washes the chicks he gathers to
himself to make us clean before God’s throne. Someone will be shown as
wrong about whom gets how much water. Blessed are we all to know that
Christ is the power behind that cleansing water for all who trust in him.
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INTRODUCTION

I've titled this article by using the colloquialism, “Brothers from Another
Mother?”" As this contemporary idiom is often used, it refers to two people
who act so similarly that they must be brothers, yet they look nothing alike,
so they must have different mothers. As applied to the two contemporary
Baptist covenantal theologies, my basic thesis is that 1689 Federalism and
Progressive Covenantalism (PC) are both Baptist brothers, and actually
in function (and theological distinctives) end up with many similar
conclusions, but they can look so different on the surface. At the risk of
being overly simplistic, but for the sake of comparison,”> my contention is
that the mother of historical theology birthed the modern-day version of
Baptist covenant theology we now commonly call 1689 Federalism. And,
similarly, the mother of biblical theology birthed PC as a contemporary
version of Baptist covenantal theology. These different origins have resulted
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in different historical developments, different conversation partners,
different ecclesiological settings, and different vocabularies, terminologies,
and theological burdens to be protected. The consequence is that (in many
cases) many proponents of 1689 Federalism and some proponents of PC,
because their respective systems look so different on the surface, are largely
talking past each other and often not understanding each other (which is
especially the case for 1689 Federalists). It’s no coincidence that the leading
exponents of 1689 Federalism have PhDs in historical theology, and the
leading exponents of PC have PhDs in biblical and systematic theology.
There is a disciplinary gap that is not easily crossed at times.

Even the labels that have come to describe these respective Baptist
theological proposals illustrate these different origins. Though Baptists have
been doing covenantal theology for centuries, the terms 1689 Federalism
and PC are of recent vintage.® Speaking autobiographically, when I showed
up on the campus of Southern Seminary as an MDiv student two decades ago,
no one, neither professors nor students were using these theological labels,
and they could not be found in print either.* I took all of my church history
and Baptist history courses with Tom Nettles and Michael Haykin. I fell
in love with my historical Baptist heritage and considered the 17 century
Particular Baptists my theological forefathers. Yet it would be another
decade before these burgeoning Baptist covenantal theologies coalesced
around this new parlance.

Two landmark works, which have each set the terms of the conversation
since their publication released in less than a year from each other. In 2012
Peter Gentry and Stephen Wellum published Kingdom Through Covenant
and articulated a version of Baptist covenantal theology they described as
“progressive covenantal” for the first time in print. Although anecdotally I
knew of a growing body of students around campus who were already using
the term informally to describe the teaching of their professors as early
as 2004, it wasn’t until Kingdom Through Covenant was published that the
label became widely known and embraced.

In that first edition, Wellum states that in describing their “kingdom
through covenant” proposal as “PC” they recognize that they are “coin[ing]”
a new term.’ He writes, “Even though it is a new term, it nicely captures
our basic proposal.”® Wellum adds, “This view may also be thought of as
a ‘Baptist theology’ since we believe that it best provides the grounding
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to a Baptist ecclesiology over against other ecclesiologies. However, since
our view has more implications than merely that of ecclesiology and since
Baptists differ in matters of God’s sovereignty, soteriology, and eschatology,
‘progressive covenantalism’ is probably a more appropriate label.”” The term
indicated that their proposal was not progressive dispensationalism, nor was it
traditional covenantalism. And descriptively, the term PC aptly summarizes
that the progressive unfolding of God’s one redemptive plan through the
biblical covenants forms the structure of the biblical-theological storyline.

What was a surprise to me at least at the time, was the 2013 publication
of the ThM thesis from a French-Canadian Reformed Baptist Pastor.
Pascal Denault’s The Distinctiveness of Baptist Covenant Theology was
published in English and soon after given a wider promotion when it was
featured on the new website: www.1689federalism.com.® Brandon Adams,
the purveyor of the website, coined the term “1689 Federalism” to describe
this “new” version of Baptist covenantal theology. A new term was needed
to describe this fresh articulation because it stood in contrast to the version
of covenant theology held by most other contemporary Reformed Baptists.’
1689 Federalism was the term chosen by those who advocate for this view
because they believe they are rearticulating the covenantal (federal) theology
that the majority of British Particular Baptists formulated in the 17" century
and that stood behind their seminal doctrinal statement, the 1689 Second
London Baptist Confession of Faith."

Besides wanting to survey this background, my point is to highlight how
even the respective terminology reflects their origins. 1689 Federalism
was birthed as a result of historical retrieval efforts, even to distinguish
themselves from other modern Reformed Baptists who articulated a
version of covenantal theology that yes, fell within the bounds of the
1689 Confession, and yes, could be found to have some historical precursors,
but is now, in light of more historical work, understood not to have been the
view of the majority of 17 century Particular Baptists.! In their polemics
with paedobaptists, our 17" century forebearers hammered out some
covenantal distinctives that were effectively lost for a few hundred years."”
1689 Federalism is claiming to be the historical-theological view of the
majority of these Baptists, and the nomenclature of the view highlights
this historical-theological appeal.
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Whereas Gentry and Wellum (and the other contributors to the 2016
publication titled, Progressive Covenantalism'®) were not seeking to make
a historical appeal. The subtitle of Kingdom Through Covenant makes
clear that they are seeking to present a biblical-theological understanding of
the covenants. It was a contemporary proposal articulated in the context of
the two contemporary dominant biblical-theological alternatives, namely
dispensationalism and traditional Reformed covenant theology. 1689
Federalism was birthed out of historical retrieval efforts and framed in
the context of historical theology. PC was birthed out of the biblical
theology movement and framed in the context of contemporary biblical-
systematic theology."*

So even the labels most commonly associated with each version of
Baptist covenant theology highlight their disciplinary differences. They look
different on the surface, but with closer examination, they actually function
very similarly. Let me provide a few other examples of more substance than
just the labels of the views. Here are three areas that have caused some
confusion between representatives of the two Baptist covenantal theologies:
(1) the positioning, or posturing, of the view as a via media; (2) describing
the Mosaic Covenant as a works covenant or a gracious covenant; and (3)
the bicovenantal framework of the covenants of works and grace.

The Positioning of the View as a “Via Media”

PC has been positioned or even self-postured as a via media between
dispensationalism on the one side, and covenant theology on the other
side." That has been confusing for some Reformed Baptists, including 1689
Federalists, because they view themselves as holding to covenant theology,
and they hear the via media language as saying PC is creating some new
theological system. Some have called it a sort of theological amalgamation
or hybrid mixing together elements of dispensationalism and covenant
theology to form some theological chimera.'® It’s the theological systems
version of those who say they are a “cal-minian”— some unholy blending
together of Calvinism and Arminianism. Well, with that sort of impression,
no wonder many 1689 Federalists are not interested in rapprochement
efforts or considering our mutual compatibility. And even some Reformed
Baptists who have investigated PC more closely and discovered how very
similar our views are, are still put off by this via media posturing. Sam
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Renihan, in his review of Kingdom Through Covenant, states that it is a “false
dilemma” to reject covenant theology, when what Wellum and Gentry are
rejecting is paedobaptism, that is, Presbyterian covenant theology, not
necessarily Baptist covenant theology.'” Another Reformed Baptist pastor
has written that it is “false advertising” and even “deceptive” for PC to
give the impression that they are equally close to dispensationalism and
covenant theology.'®

However, it was never the intention of PC to give the impression that
they are equally close to dispensationalism as they are to covenant theology,
at least not in all points of doctrine.”” Additionally, as it concerns the
comparison between these two Baptist covenantal theologies, PC does not
mean anything substantially different than 1689 Federalists do when they
too employ similar via media posturing. A closer examination of this via
media positioning will illuminate this claim, first in reference to the covenant
of grace, then in reference to the Abrahamic covenant.

The Covenant of Grace

In traditional covenant theology, Reformed paedobaptists appeal to the
substantial unity of the covenant of grace across the old and new covenants
(WCF 7.5-6). Even though the administration of the sign of the covenant
changes from circumcision to baptism, the substance of the covenant
remains unchanged so as to continue to include natural descendants in
the new covenant just like the old covenant. As a consequence, the nature
of the covenant also remains unchanged such that its membership is mixed,
that is, both regenerate and unregenerate are considered members of the
new covenant.*

In defending their credobaptism, both Baptist covenantal theologies find
this definition (“one in substance, varied in administration”) of the covenant
of grace problematic, but they take different turns in their redefinition of
the term. PC is content with understanding the covenant of grace as only
the one saving plan of God.*' As a comprehensive theological category
emphasizing the spiritual unity of God’s people across the testaments, they
see the term “the covenant of grace” aslegitimate.” But in order to emphasize
the fundamental newness of the new covenant and not to cede ground to the
paedobaptist argument from the covenant of grace, PC opts not to employ

49



THE SOUTHERN BAPTIST JOURNAL of THEOLOGY 29.3 (2025)

that term when describing the relationship between the covenants, given
how it functions in classic covenant theology.”

1689 Federalism, on the other hand, retains this terminology, but
distinguishes their view from paedobaptist covenant theology by redefining
the covenant of grace as only the new covenant. The new covenant of
grace existed as a promise since Genesis 3:15, was progressively revealed
through other historic covenants, and was formally enacted and concluded
in the new covenant by the death of Christ. In their respective anti-
paedobaptist polemics, both Baptist covenantal theologies intentionally
deviate from traditional reformed covenant theology in their definitions of
the covenant of grace, but they arrive at similar destinations.**

What I want to highlight is that in their respective anti-
paedobaptist polemics, both Baptist covenantal theologies each employ
a different rhetorical strategy, but they are not mutually exclusive. 1689
Federalism retains the language of “the covenant of grace,” but redefines it. PC
sets aside “the covenant of grace” language given how it functions in classic
covenant theology to focus on the redemptive promise and how God’s one
plan of redemption, ordained in eternity and enacted in time, is progressively
revealed in multiple covenants culminating in the new covenant.” Yet, PC
does not reject the theological concept of “the covenant of grace” but instead
speaks of God’s one plan of salvation.

Thus, different burdens stand behind these respective choices. For the
17" century Particular Baptists, who were already in a precarious position
in terms of public perception of their theology in the midst of the changing
winds of English Puritan Separatism, they self-consciously wanted to show
common confessional agreement with the Westminster Presbyterians and
the Savoy Congregationalists in their doctrinal expressions. Basically, they
kept the same confessional language to show an interdenominational unity
around orthodoxy.* They also did not want to be associated with the radical
discontinuity of the Socinians who did not see a unity of salvation across
the testaments. So, a continuity of terminology burden was a catalytic for the
original 1689 Federalists because of their 17 century ecclesiological setting.
But for PC, the stronger impulse in their doctrinal formulation leading to
the decision for many to set aside “the covenant of grace” terminology is not
to cede ground to the paedobaptists. It is the covenant of grace formulation
that many paedobaptists keep appealing to in defense of their position,”” so
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to make headway in the baptism conversation, it provides a cleaner slate
to work with in conversation to simply focus on what is actually meant
by the theological concept. But PC, in continuity with all versions of
covenant theology, also wants to avoid the ditch of discontinuity represented
in dispensationalism, so they emphasize the one redemptive kingdom plan
of God.

Both of these Baptist covenantal theologies are seeking to forge a different
path than Reformed paedobaptist covenant theology on the one hand, and
Socinianism (in the 17" century) or dispensationalism (in our day) on the
other hand. It’s in this way that the via media language is descriptive, not just
for PC, but also for 1689 Federalism. Pascal Denault describes the novelty
and difficulty that the 17* century Baptists faced in attempting to carve out

this via media in their day. He writes,

Regarding the covenant of grace, the Baptist position was in some ways midway
between the strict continuity of the Presbyterian position and the radical
discontinuity of the Socinians. In agreement with the Presbyterians against
the Socinians, the Baptists affirmed the unity of substance of the covenant
of grace from Genesis to Revelation. However, like the Socinians against
the Presbyterians, they affirmed the discontinuity of substance between the old

and the new covenants.?®

Denault makes a similar point in reference to dispensationalism in stating,
‘As for the Baptist approach, it allows for the vigorous assertion of the
continuity of the covenant of grace and, consequently, the continuity of

«

only one church in both testaments, while simultaneously affirming, in
concert with the Bible and the dispensationalists, a discontinuity between
the old and the new covenants.”” Speaking of Baptist covenantal theology
as a “midway” is reminiscent of the positioning of PC as a middle way
between (paedobaptist) covenant theology and dispensationalism. By
understanding the context and the respective conversation partners, both
Baptist covenantal theologies are legitimately positioned as via media views,

properly understood.
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The Abrahamic Covenant

Related to the prior discussion, their distinctive approach to the Abrahamic
covenant puts 1689 Federalism at odds with not just paedobaptist covenant
theology, but also (in our day) with dispensationalism. Denault writes,

Understanding the workings of the dualism of the Abrahamic covenant is
essential for every theological system. We believe Presbyterian federalism and
dispensationalism have failed in this task by confusing the promises of the
covenant of grace with the covenant of circumcision. The Presbyterians thereby
made the covenant of grace mixed and the dispensationalists assigned a distinct
and permanent status as people of God to the physical descendants of Abraham.
In both cases, the spiritual and permanent blessings were amalgamated with the

earthly and temporary covenant of circumcision.*

So, in this way, 1689 Federalism, like PC, is arguing for a distinct
theological system (a distinct Baptist covenantal theology) that diverges
from and cuts a middle path between both (paedobaptist) covenant theology
and dispensationalism.*' The clear point of departure between each of these
theological systems takes place with regard to the Abrahamic covenant.
Wellum expresses the same idea in writing, “Ironically, both dispensational
and covenant theology follow the same hermeneutic in appealing to the
Old Testament and drawing theological conclusions, yet they do so in
different areas central to their theological systems** Elsewhere he continues
the point, “Dispensational thought makes [this hermeneutical argument]
in regard to the land promise, while [paedobaptist] covenant theology
makes it in regard to the genealogical principle, both of which are tied to
the Abrahamic covenant!™? In contrast to both Presbyterian Federalism
and dispensationalism, 1689 Federalism and PC are positing a middle
way between them on the spectrum of continuity/discontinuity between
the Testaments.

Even though 1689 Federalists have been troubled at times by the via media
posturing of PC, proponents mean nothing different by it than what 1689
Federalism proponents mean when they employ the same “middle way”
posturing. It is the burden of the historical-theological setting of 1689
Federalism that led them to want to retain the covenant of grace language but
redefine it. The burden of the contemporary systematic-theological setting
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of PC led their proponents to want to lay aside the language. The same goal
animated them both, but their respective settings and conversation partners
took them on different routes.

DESCRIBING THE MOSAIC COVENANT AS A WORKS COVENANT OR A
GRrACIOUS COVENANT

Another area of confusion between these Baptist covenantal theologies
concerns the Mosaic covenant. On the surface, it seems like 1689 Federalists
and PC are characterizing the nature of the Mosaic covenant in exactly
opposite categories. Is the Mosaic covenant a covenant of works or a
gracious covenant? Sam Renihan states that for 1689 Federalism “the Mosaic
covenant was a covenant of works for [temporal] life in the land of Canaan,”*
whereas Tom Schreiner, who represents PC, clearly states that “the covenant
with Israel was gracious. However, speaking of covenants as being one
of “works” or of “grace” can be slippery terms and we can easily talk past
each other. It’s important once again to push past superficial differences to
understand what is being asserted by these statements and the context in
which they were made.

1689 Federalism links the Mosaic covenant with the Abrahamic covenant
of circumcision and therefore emphasizes the earthly, temporal, and national
orientation of these covenants in contrast to how they understand the new
covenant (existing as a covenant promise to Abraham) and in distinction
from how Westminster Federalism understands the Mosaic covenant (as
an administration of the covenant of grace). 1689 Federalism argues that
the Mosaic covenant is essentially one of works because it is built on the
Abrahamic covenant. But that assertion only makes sense in the context of
them separating out the multiple seeds of Abraham into two covenants.*
The Mosaic covenant is linked with the Abrahamic covenant of circumcision,
and thus together they are simply referred to as the “old covenant.” It’s
that old covenant (the Abrahamic covenant of circumcision and the
Mosaic covenant) that together are contrasted with and replaced by the
new covenant.”’

When Schreiner, who represents PC, argues for the gracious nature of
the covenant with Israel, he is not seeking to communicate that it provides
saving grace in itself. The context for these comments is the gracious
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redemption of Israel from slavery in Egypt in (the stage one) fulfillment
of the Abrahamic covenant. Schreiner is disagreeing with those who might
“identify [the covenant with Israel] as a legalistic covenant, as if in this
case salvation is based on works.*® In arguing that the Mosaic covenant is
not legalistic, Schreiner means something similar to what Renihan means
when he says that the Mosaic covenant is not the covenant of works, by which
eternal life can be earned through obedience. Conversely, when Schreiner is
maintaining God’s gracious dealings with Israel in the Mosaic covenant, he
is saying something similar to what Renihan means when he writes,

The Mosaic Covenant demonstrates God’s kindness and graciousness by
providing not only a way for Israel to address and redress their sins against
the law, but also to teach them in all of this about true forgiveness to be found in
a heavenly sacrifice administered by a heavenly High Priest in a heavenly temple.
The kindness of the covenant is visible in light of God’s absolute dominion, in
light of the Abrahamic promises, and in light of the sacrificial system. The

history of Israel is a public record of God’s kindness.*

For Renihan, when viewed in light of the new covenant promise
to Abraham, God’s continued dealings with Israel were gracious. But when
connected to the Abrahamic covenant of circumcision, the old covenant was
based on works. Similarly, for Schreiner, when God’s dealings with Israel in
the Mosaic covenant are viewed in light of God’s established relationship
with Abraham, they must be seen as gracious.* But when viewed in an
ultimate sense (i.e., eschatological salvation), the Mosaic covenant demands
an obedience (works) that sinful man cannot render on his own.*

In this “works” and “grace” language concerning the Mosaic covenant,
neither Baptist covenantal theology is arguing either that salvation can
be earned by obedience to the law (i.e., the covenant of works) or that
salvation is administered directly by the Mosaic covenant (i.e., the covenant
of grace). In emphasizing the gracious nature of the Mosaic covenant, part
of what PC is doing is pushing back against the legal and often negative
description of the Mosaic law-covenant offered by new covenant theology.*
On the other hand, when 1689 Federalism is emphasizing the works nature
of the Mosaic covenant, they are pushing back against both Westminster
Federalism and 20" Century Reformed Baptists who followed their
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paedobaptist covenantal mentors.*® Though their terms and polemical
partners are opposite, PC and 1689 Federalism actually arrive in a similar
place on this issue with regard to the Mosaic covenant.

THE BICOVENANTAL FRAMEWORK OF THE COVENANTS OF WORKS
AND GRACE

The bicovenantal framework of the covenants of works/grace serves to
safeguard the central Reformational insight of the law/gospel distinction,
which is fundamental to preserving the ordo salutis category of justification
by faith alone. When some PC advocates choose not to frame their system
of theology around this bicovenantal schema, it has confused some in
Reformed circles to think we are abandoning a biblical view of salvation.
However, PC clearly affirms and has always believed in justification
by grace alone through faith alone based on the work of Christ alone.**
That’s why it has also confused PC advocates as to why anyone would ever
think otherwise.*

Again, here I think the two sides are using terms in different senses. PC
is not rejecting this bicovenantal framework as an ordo salutis (order
of salvation) category. If all that is meant by the covenants of works and
grace is another way of summarizing our covenantal union with either
Adam or Christ, then PC has no problem with that framework at all.*
However, PC is arguing that the bicovenantal framework is less useful
as a historia salutis (history of salvation) category. Soteriologically there
is one salvation in Christ throughout both the old and new covenants,*
but ecclesiologically there are real differences, especially regarding covenant
membership (mixed vs. regenerate-only) and the application of covenant
signs (infant circumcision vs. credobaptism) across the covenants.

PC is addressing the covenants of works/grace framework in only
a redemptive-historical sense (not in a soteriological sense), which it
finds less helpful in describing progressive revelation. However, it seems
that confusion enters into the conversation because traditional covenant
theology relies on the bicovenantal schema of the covenants of works/grace
to do double duty. Their covenants of works/grace framework serves as both
ordo and historia salutis categories because all of the subsequent covenants
after the covenant of works are united in substance as one covenant
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of grace. This framework protects the law/gospel paradigm, but it also leads
to subsuming all the post-fall covenants under this one covenant of grace.
When PC rejects the bicovenantal framework of Reformed paedobaptist
covenant theology on historia salutis grounds, they also think we are
rejecting it on ordo salutis grounds, because for them the two categories are
linked together.**

When it comes to 1689 Federalism, they retain the bicovenantal
schema of the covenants of works/grace, because they agree with
Reformed covenant theology (and PC!) on the law-gospel distinction
and justification by faith alone as an ordo salutis teaching. However, they
break with traditional Reformed covenant theology in their description
of the historia salutis. A different historia salutis is one of the fundamental
distinctives of 1689 Federalism compared with Westminster Federalism.
Following John Cameron and John Owen, the original 1689 Federalists
recognized that the Mosaic covenant did not neatly fit into one of the
two covenantal categories. The Mosaic covenant could not rightly be
characterized as either the covenant of works or the covenant of grace.*
Cameron, whom the 17" century Particular Baptists followed and built
upon (through Samuel Bolton and John Owen), argued that the Mosaic
covenant was a third kind of covenant, which is best described as a
subservient covenant.>

Without previously employing the language of “subservient covenant”
(or specifically appealing to Cameron, Bolton, Owen, or Coxe), PC also
agrees with the teaching it is meant to communicate in reference to the
Mosaic covenant.’' The Mosaic covenant subserved its intended goal which
was not to bring salvation itself (as not being either the covenant of works
or grace), but to lead to Christ and his new covenant work, by preserving
the messianic seed, by pointing typologically to Christ through the
sacrificial system, and by proving our need for redemption because in our
sin we could not perfectly keep the demands of the law.*

Sam Renihan argues that the “diversity of Reformed covenant theology
largely derived from the interplay of the law and the gospel dogmatically
with the law and the gospel historically. Stated another way, its diversity
derived from the relation of the covenant of works and covenant of grace
to the old and new covenants.”® PC, like 1689 Federalism, wants to affirm a
dogmatic agreement with Reformed (paedobaptist) covenant theology (i.e.,
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ordo salutis), but must depart historically in how we understand the relation
of the old and new covenants (i.e., historia salutis).

In light of this clarification, the question that will help bring clarity in
the comparison between these two Baptist covenantal views is: what is
covenantal theology and the covenantal framework principally aiming
to categorize? Dogmatic theology or redemptive history? Systematic theology
or biblical theology? In his review article of Kingdom Through Covenant,
Renihan writes, “The covenant of works and covenant of grace metanarrative
is pitted against the metanarrative of progressive covenantalism. That is
almost like pitting the chapters of a book against the beginning and end
of a book. While classic covenant theology may say that the metanarrative
hinges on two covenants, as long as we understand that between the two
lies a progression of covenants (as the seventeenth-century Particular
Baptists argued), such a dilemma is dissolved.”** But I don’t think that
1689 Federalism does consistently dissolve this dilemma, at least I think
it does not clearly and consistently communicate the chapters in the book
with its prominent focus on the beginning and the end by framing their
covenantal system around the covenants of works and grace. Though
perhaps to a lesser degree, Steve Wellum’s critique could also be applied
to 1689 Federalism’s appeal to the bicovenantal framework when he writes,
“What covenant theology does not sufficiently attend to is how the covenants
unfold from creation to Christ and how they progressively reveal, predict,
and anticipate the coming of Christ and the entire new covenant era”s
Jesus is not only the last Adam (1 Cor 15:45), but also Abraham’s true seed
(Gal 3:16), the true Israel who obeys completely (Matt 2:15; 3:15-17;
4:1-11), and David’s greater Son (Matt 1:1; Rom 1:3-4). All of these steps
are crucial for developing the unfolding story of God’s kingdom through the
progression of the covenants.

From the PC perspective, there could be use in the speaking of
the covenants of works and grace as dogmatic categories to describe
the ordo salutis. But to describe the historia salutis, they lose their
usefulness as a biblical-theological framework. For the purpose of describing
redemptive history, the covenant of works/grace architecture obscures
how Scripture unfolds God’s kingdom through the covenants, because it
flattens out the progressive unfolding of that plan over time with covenantal
development along the way. Again, the question is: what is a covenantal
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system of theology chiefly aiming to describe? For PC it is the redemptive-
historical storyline that we are keen to emphasize and highlight and not allow
to be overshadowed by an extra-biblical dogmatic framework. We are treating
the framework of covenant theology in primarily historia salutis categories,
which we think better reflects the main ways that the bible itself is unfolding
the covenantal framework.

If the subservient covenant is one of the three types of covenants,
why don’t 1689 Federalists consistently speak of the covenants of works,
subservience, and grace, when they frame their covenant theological system?
1689 Federalists have a distinctly Baptist historia salutis, especially as it
concerns the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants as subservient covenants
that are neither the covenant of works nor administrations of the covenant
of grace. Nevertheless, I suspect that these Baptist covenantal distinctives are
muted at times in trying to retain the bicovenantal framework of traditional
Reformed (paedobaptist) covenant theology.

My chief aim here is to explain what PC means and what it does not mean
by not appealing to the bicovenantal framework, and also to explain why we
think the framing of the progressive unfolding of redemptive history in terms
of the biblical covenants is more useful. Once again, I suspect that part of
what is underlying this different framing of our respective Baptist covenantal
theologies is the 1689 Federalist derivation from historical theology, and the
PC commitment to biblical theology.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, I'd like to offer some suggestions for continued rapprochement
between these two Baptist covenantal theologies.

First, towards 1689 Federalists, I suggest developing your covenantal
theology into a contemporary biblical-theological system apart from (or at
least in addition to) historical retrieval. This suggestion certainly does not
entail ignoring your confession or the historical sources you have worked
to retrieve. However, for 1689 Federalism to be considered an equal player
in contemporary theological discourse, it needs to develop into more than
merely a historical retrieval project.’® It also needs to be its own biblical-
theological system, which is informed from past labor, but primarily built
from exegesis of the text of scripture. And when 1689 Federalists produce that
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kind of biblical theology, I further suggest they interact with contemporary
theological literature in addition to historical sources. Sam Renihan wrote
that PC advocates need “a good dose of Baptist historical theology™’ to
which I agree with him. And I would say the same in return. A good dose of
reading in contemporary biblical-theological and exegetical literature might
be of great benefit.*®

Some of the contemporary literature that 1689 Federalists should interact
with is dispensational sources. As a byproduct of the historical-theological
emphasis and retrieval focus, 1689 Federalism does not interact directly
with dispensationalism. There was no dispensationalism in the 17 century,
so 1689 Federalists can’t draw on our Baptist forebearers for direct help in
responding to dispensationalism. I consider this a problem because most
Baptists in America today are dispensational. On the other hand, PC has had
extensive interactions with the leading dispensational scholars of our day,
both in print and in scholarly dialogue at the Evangelical Theological Society
(ETS). Most (if not all) of the anti-dispensational polemic that PC has
developed and marshalled in defense of a Baptist covenantal reading of
the Bible, 1689 Federalism can give full-throated endorsement to and
also appropriate for similar ends. We PC advocates are asking our 1689
Federalists brothers to join us in helping move the millions of Baptists in our
country towards a covenantal framing of the Bible. But in order to do that,
1689 Federalists must read dispensational literature and interact with their
best contemporary arguments.

It would be helpful along these lines for contemporary 1689 Federalists
to present regularly at ETS and open up their biblical-theological
proposal for scholarly interaction while it’s being developed. Also, to my
knowledge there is no full-orbed systematic theology work that has 1689
Federalist distinctives represented. If such a work does not already exist in
church history, then no ressourcement effort will fill that lacuna. It will have
to be a new contemporary work.*

The second suggestion is to leave aside theological cheap shots and name-
calling. I don’t see how it helps conversation and mutual understanding.
There are two accusations that I've heard from Reformed Baptists aimed
at PC that I would categorize as theological cheap shots. The first is the
accusation that PC is really a form of dispensationalism. I suspect that
charge comes because, lined up beside one another on a spectrum of
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continuity on the left to discontinuity on the right, I think it would be
fair to put PC (slightly) to the right of 1689 Federalism (especially in
relation to the role of the law). But PC advocates are not dispensationalists,
in fact, dispensationalists themselves are quick to claim as much.** And
PC certainly doesn’t claim to be dispensationalists either. Actually, PC has
worked to develop detailed arguments against dispensationalism.*'

The irony here is that other Reformed Baptists, such as Jordan
Steffaniak® and Earl Blackburn, have called 1689 Federalism a form
of dispensationalism, because again, they would position their version of
Reformed Baptist covenant theology further down the continuity side of
the spectrum. But this is how these kinds of accusations always work. There
is always someone that wants to theologically out-flank you. Greg Bahnsen
called Meredith Kline’s covenant theology (because of his republicationism)
a crypto-dispensationalism!®* So, covenant theologians also make this
accusation against each either. Even many traditional dispensationalists
argue that that progressive dispensationalists aren’t true dispensationalists,
even though they claim to be.®®

The second accusation that should be left aside is that of antinomianism.
Now, I understand why Reformed Baptists have looked at some forms of
New Covenant Theology and made that accusation.® But that accusation
just is not a fair analysis of what PC teaches.”” PC affirms God’s abiding
moral law and the helpfulness of the category of natural law,* and therefore
believe in obeying all of God’s laws, including the decalogue, even the
fourth commandment.” However, PC believes that the decalogue should not
be read ahistorically, but should be read according to its covenantal context,
and therefore in light of Christ for new covenant believers.”” The PC
disagreement with 1689 Federalism related to the applicability of the law of
God across the covenants is primarily hermeneutical, not ethical.

The third closing suggestion I direct towards my PC brothers. In addition
to all the wonderful biblical theological literature we love to read, I
commend that PC also drinks deeply from the well of historical theology,
especially historic Baptist covenant theology. Start with some of the efforts
to explain these sources, such as Pascal Denault’s The Distinctiveness of Baptist
Covenant Theology, then read Sam Renihan’s From Shadow to Substance. After
those read James Renihan’s expositions of the First and Second London

1

Baptist Confessions,”" and then even make your way through the Coxe/
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Owen volume on Covenant Theology from Adam to Christ.”> These works
will not only give an increased appreciation for the context and theological
distinctives of our Particular Baptist forefathers, but also provide a more
nuanced understanding of the claims of 1689 Federalism. My experience
has been that a greater understanding of each Baptist covenantal theology
reveals more to appreciate than to critique. A sympathetic comparison
also reveals the complementary role they can serve in developing a
contemporary articulation, with historical grounding, of a consistent Baptist
covenantal theology. 1689 Federalism is strong where PC has been weaker
so far, in historical theology, especially historic Baptist covenantal theology.
But similarly, PC has been strong where 1689 Federalism has been weaker,
in biblical-theological development, especially taking advantage of the
many advancements over the last few hundred years.”® I don’t view 1689
Federalism and PC as mutually exclusive. There are still differences and
I don’t want to paper over them,” but I think we can serve each other best
when we extend Christian charity to understand and learn from each other. I
hope that will occur for many years to come.

! This paper was originally presented during the 2023 annual meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society
in San Antonio, TX during a session dedicated to the subject of Baptist Covenant Theology. I presented the
PC position interacting with 1689 Federalism, Daniel Scheiderer presented the 1689 Federalist position
interacting with PC, while Harrison Perkins presented a paper giving a Presbyterian response to both Baptist
covenantal theologies. These three presentations were followed by a panel with these participants, joined by
Stephen Wellum and Robert Howell, with Oren Martin moderating. The colloquial nature of the original
presentation is retained in this published version. To my knowledge this was the first time that there has been
a dedicated session on the topic of Baptist Covenant Theology at ETS, and even though there have been
many sessions over the last decade dedicated to PC, I do not believe that there has ever been a presentation
dedicated to 1689 Federalism.

2 For a more detailed comparison between these two views, see Richard J. Lucas, “The Past and Future of Bap-
tist Covenantal Theology: Comparing 1689 Federalism and Progressive Covenantalism,” SBJT 26.1 (2022):
116-63. Portions of that essay appear here with permission.

3 I detail some of this history in Lucas, “The Past and Future of Baptist Covenantal Theology,” 116-22. The
first time the term “progressive covenantalism” was put in print was in 2012 by Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J.
Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant: A Biblical-Theological Understanding of the Covenants (Wheaton: Crossway,
2012), 24. Roughly a year later Brandon Adams coined the term “1689 Federalism” when he launched the
website by the same name in June of 2013.

4 I'began my MDiv studies on the campus of Southern Seminary in the Fall of 2003, moved away from Louis-
ville in 2011 (before Kingdom Through Covenant was published), and graduated with the PhD in 2014.

s Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 24.

6 Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 24n7 (emphasis added).

7 Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 25n8.
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Pascal Denault, The Distinctiveness of Baptist Covenant Theology: A Comparison between Seventeenth-Century Par-
ticular Baptist and Paedobaptist Federalism (Birmingham, AL: Solid Ground Christian Books, 2013). A revised
edition was released in 2017. References in this article follow the revised edition. The basic argument of the
book is also summarized in Pascal Denault, “By Farther Steps: A Seventeenth-Century Particular Baptist
Covenant Theology” in Recovering a Covenantal Heritage: Essays in Baptist Covenant Theology, ed. Richard C.
Barcellos (Palmdale, CA: RBAP, 2014).

When the website 1689federalism.com first launched, it featured various videos and diagrams comparing
1689 Federalism with competing biblical-theological views, such as: Westminster Federalism, Dispensation-
alism, New Covenant Theology and Progressive Covenantalism. It also initially included a video and diagram
on “1689 Federalism vs. 20" Century Reformed Baptists.” It has since been removed because of the division it
created in the Reformed Baptist community, but the terminology has stuck for contrasting the dominant view
among Reformed Baptists before the mainstreaming of 1689 Federalism.

The claim is not that the 1677/89 Second London Baptist Confession of Faith itself articulates the distinc-
tives of 1689 Federalism, but that this version of Baptist covenantal theology was the majority view of the
Baptists who first embraced this confessional document, and it was also the view of the main architect of that
confession, namely Nehemiah Coxe. See Nehemiah Coxe, A Discourse of the Covenants That God made with
Men before the Law (London: John Darby, 1681), which has been republished along with John Owen’s discus-
sion of the Mosaic Covenant from his Hebrews commentary in Nehemiah Coxe and John Owen, Covenant
Theology from Adam to Christ, eds. Ronald D. Miller, James M. Renihan, and Francisco Orozco (Owensboro,
KY: RBAP, 2005). One need not necessarily embrace 1689 Federalism to also hold to the 2LCF as their con-
fessional standard. But 2LCF 7.3 does intentionally deviate from WCEF 7.5 -6 in not describing the covenant
of grace as one in substance across the Old and New Testaments.

In addition to Denault’s The Distinctiveness of Baptist Covenant Theology, the work by Samuel Renihan has been
crucial for demonstrating the historical pedigree of this distinctive Baptist version of covenantal theology
which is now commonly referred to as 1689 Federalism. See especially his published dissertation, Samuel

D. Renihan, From Shadow to Substance: The Federal Theology of the English Particular Baptists (1642—1704)
CBHHS 16 (Oxford: Regent’s Park College, 2018). He has also provided (what is essentially) a summary of
his dissertation thesis in Samuel D. Renihan, “Above and Beyond: Seventeenth-Century Particular Baptist
Covenant Theology,” SBJT 26/1 (Spring 2022): 90-114.

James M. Renihan proposes a few of the factors that led to this essential loss of the Baptists’ covenantal roots
in his “Introduction” in Recovering a Covenantal Heritage: Essays in Baptist Covenant Theology, ed. Richard C.
Barcellos (Palmdale, CA: RBAP, 2014), 13- 18.

Stephen J. Wellum and Brent E. Parker, eds., Progressive Covenantalism: Charting a Course between Dispensation-
al and Covenantal Theologies (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2016).

As representative of this contemporary biblical theology movement, see T. Desmond Alexander, Brian S.
Rosner, D. A. Carson, and Graeme Goldsworthy, eds., New Dictionary of Biblical Theology: Exploring the Unity
and Diversity of Scripture (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2000). Cf. also, Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and
New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948).

Many examples could be provided, but simply consider the subtitle for Wellum and Parker’s edited volume,
Progressive Covenantalism, which is “Charting a Course between Dispensational and C al Theologies.”
Blackburn calls PC “a mongrel hybrid between Covenant Theology and Dispensationalism.” Earl M. Black-
burn, It Pleased the Lord to Make a Covenant of Grace: A Critique of 1689 Federalism (Elkin, NC: Veritas Heritage
Press, 2023), 10.

Samuel D. Renihan, “Kingdom Through Covenant: A Biblical-Theology Understanding of the Covenants, A Review
Article” JIRBS (2014), 163.

Andrew Lindsey, “Progressive Covenantalism: A Reformed Baptist Reflection.” May 16, 2016, http://alind-
sey4.blogspot.com/2016/05/progressive-covenantalism-reformed.html.

For more evidence that PC is closer theologically to traditional covenantalism than to any form of

dispensationalism, see the interaction among the contributors in Brent E. Parker and Richard J. Lucas, eds.,
C tal and Dispensational Theologies: Four Views on the Continuity of Scripture (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2022).
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Reformed covenant theology posits that the unregenerate are only members of the external administration of
the covenant of grace, not the internal essence. Nevertheless, the infant children of professing parents receive
the sacrament of baptism (as they understand it) because they are considered members of the covenant of
grace (see WLC 166 and HC 74). For a further description of how Reformed covenant theology understands
the “newness” of the new covenant, see Scott R. Swain, “New Covenant Theologies” in Covenant Theology:
Biblical, Theological, and Historical Perspectives, eds. Guy Prentiss Waters, J. Nicholas Reid, and John R. Muether
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020), S59-69.

Wellum plainly states that “progressive covenantalism does not deny the theological concept of ‘the covenant
of grace’ if one merely means ‘the one plan of God.” Stephen J. Wellum, “Progressive Covenantalism” in

C, tal and Dispensational Theologies, eds. Parker and Lucas, 82.

‘Wellum issues this clarification in writing, “If we are not careful, however, the notion of the ‘covenant of grace’

may be misleading, because Scripture does not speak of only one covenant with different administrations.
Rather, Scripture speaks in terms of a plurality of covenants (e.g. Gal 4:24; Eph 2:12; Heb 8:7-13), which are
all part of the progressive revelation of the one plan of God that ultimately is fulfilled in the new covenant. In
reality, the ‘covenant of grace’ is a comprehensive theological category, not a biblical one. This does not mean
that it is illegitimate. In theology we often use theological terms that are not found specifically in Scripture
(e.g., the Trinity). If the theological category, ‘the covenant of grace, is used to underscore the unity of God’s
plan of salvation and the essential spiritual unity of the people of God in all ages, it is certainly helpful and
biblical. But if it is used to flatten the relationships and downplay the significant amount of progression
between the biblical covenants, which then leads us to ignore specific covenantal discontinuities across
redemptive-history, then it is unhelpful, misleading, and illegitimate.” Stephen J. Wellum, “Baptism and the
Relationship between the Covenants,” in Believer’s Baptism: Sign of the New Covenant in Christ, eds. Thomas R.
Schreiner and Shawn D. Wright (Nashville: B&H, 2006), 12627 (empbhasis original).

Again, Wellum proposes that “In order to make headway in the baptismal divide and think biblically regarding
the relationships between the covenants, we should place a moratorium on ‘covenant of grace’ as a category
when speaking of the biblical covenants and the relationships between them. In its place, let us speak of

the one plan of God or the eternal purposes of God centered in Jesus Christ, for that is what the language

of the ‘covenant of grace’ is seeking to underscore.” Wellum, “Baptism and the Relationship between the
Covenants,” 127.

Wellum writes, “is Genesis 3:1S the ratification of the covenant of grace or is it a gracious promise that

God will provide a Redeemer that is finally realized in Christ and the new covenant? It is better to say that
Genesis 3:15 is a Christological promise that prophetically anticipates and predicts in seed-form the ultimate
provision of the new covenant, which is progressively revealed through the covenants.” Stephen J. Wellum, “A
Progressive Covenantalism Response” in C tal and Dispensational Theologies: Four Views on the Continuity
of Scripture, eds. Brent E. Parker and Richard J. Lucas (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2022), 206.

That’s not to say that someone holding to PC couldn’t make use of the covenant of works/grace framework if
they chose to. Again, the point is about how the covenant of works/grace functions in one’s overall theology

and specific theological conclusions.

See Michael A. G. Haykin, Kiffen, Knollys, and Keach: Rediscovering our English Baptist Heritage, 2" ed. (Pe-
terborough, Canada: H&E Publishing, 2019), 103-37. The letter appended to the front of the 2LCF also
indicates this intention. It is reprinted in James M. Renihan, To the Judicious and Impartial Reader: A Contex-
tual-Historical Exposition of the Second London Baptist Confession of Faith, Baptist Symbolics Volume 2 (Cape
Coral, FL: Founders Press, 2022), 23 -26.

See the various appeals to the covenant of grace to argue for paedobaptism in Gregg Strawbridge, ed. The Case
for Covenantal Infant Baptism (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2003). This argument is also documented in
Wellum, “Baptism and the Relationship between the Covenants,” 97-124.

Denault, The Distinctiveness of Baptist Covenant Theology, S0.

Denault, The Distinctiveness of Baptist Covenant Theology, 82n67.

Denault, The Distinctiveness of Baptist Covenant Theology, 125.

Jeff Johnson also clearly positions (his) 1689 Federalism as a third, middle covenantal and hermeneutical sys-
tem between Presbyterian covenant theology (on the continuity side of the spectrum) and dispensationalism
(on the discontinuity side of the spectrum). See Jeffrey D. Johnson, The Kingdom of God: A Baptist Expression of
Covenant and Biblical Theology (Conway, AR: Free Grace Press, 2014), 17-31.

Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 2™ ed., 141 - 142, empbhasis original.

Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 2™ ed., 100.
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Samuel Renihan, The Mystery of Christ: His Covenant and His Kingdom (Cape Coral, FL: Founders Press,
2019), 110.
Thomas R. Schreiner, Covenant and God's Purpose for the World (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2017), 72.
For the dichotomous nature of the Abrahamic covenant, see Jeffrey D. Johnson, “The Fatal Flaw of Infant
Baptism: The Dichotomous Nature of the Abrahamic Covenant,” in Recovering a Covenantal Heritage: Essays
in Baptist Covenant Theology, ed. Richard C. Barcellos (Palmdale, CA: RBAP, 2014), 223 - 56; and idem., The
Fatal Flaw of the Theology Behind Infant Baptism (Conway, AR: Free Grace Press, 2010). While it does seem
to be the majority position of the 17 century Particular Baptists to express this dualism in the Abrahamic
covenant as representing two covenants, not all modern day 1689 Federalists follow suit. See the discussion of
the Abrahamic covenant in Renihan, The Mystery of Christ, 87 -101.
Denault, The Distinctiveness of Baptist Covenant Theology, 116-29. Renihan summarizes the historical develop-
ment that led to this theological conclusion in writing, “The Particular Baptists’ distinctive feature was that
they applied the same hermeneutical principles to the Abrahamic covenant that Cameron and Owen had
applied to the Mosaic covenant, calling it a covenant of works” (Erom Shadow to Substance, 324-325). Else-
where Renihan describes his own view by writing, “This [Abrahamic] covenant can be classified as a covenant
based on works, or obedience” (The Mystery of Christ, 94).
Schreiner, Covenant and God's Purpose for the World, 59. He states elsewhere that “by legalism I refer to the
idea that human beings can earn or merit right standing with God.” Thomas R. Schreiner, 40 Questions About
Christians and Biblical Law (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2010), 25. See his fuller answer to the questions,
“Was the Mosaic Covenant Legalistic?” and “Does the Old Testament Teach that Salvation is by Works?” on
pp.25-31.
Renihan, The Mystery of Christ, 115, emphasis added. Cf. also when Schreiner writes, “We also see the
graciousness of the [Mosaic] covenant and the need for atonement in the sacrifices that were offered for the
cleansing of sin ... The covenant, then, provided a means by which Israel could maintain fellowship with God
... Israel’s covenant fellowship with God was not dependent on perfect obedience, since sacrifices could be
offered for covenant violations” (Covenant and God's Purpose for the World, 6S).
Schreiner, Covenant and God's Purpose for the World, S9-61.
Elsewhere Schreiner writes, “The contrast between law and promise is explained further, where it is clear that
Paul does not think that the addition of the Mosaic covenant constitutes a clarification of the covenant with
Abraham. They are fundamentally opposed in that the inheritance is obtained through obedience to the law
under the Mosaic covenant, whereas it is given through a promise of God under the Abrahamic.” Thomas R.
Schreiner, Galatians, ZECNT (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 232.
See Thomas R. Schreiner, “Review of New Covenant Theology: Description, Definition, Defense” SBJT 7.4 (Winter
2003): 94-96; Also, Jason C. Meyer, “The Mosaic Law, Theological Systems, and the Glory of Christ” in
Progressive Covenantalism: Charting a Course between Dispensational and C tal Theologies, eds. Stephen J.
Wellum and Brent E. Parker (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2016), 78-79. In his critique of John Reisinger’s
work, Meyer describes discovering “an attitude toward the law that still felt lukewarm at times and cold as ice
at other times in so-called new covenant theology” (78). Cf. again Wellum’s comments distinguishing PC and
new covenant theology in Stephen J. Wellum with Brent E. Parker, “Introduction” in Progressive Covenantalism:
Charting a Course between Dispensational and Covenantal Theologies, eds. Stephen J. Wellum and Brent E. Parker
(Nashville: B&H Academic, 2016), 3. He includes among the NCT ideas that PC does not endorse as: “the
old covenant was not gracious.”

Walt Chantry is representative of the views of 20 century Reformed Baptists when he writes, “Every biblical
covenant after the fall is revealed by God as a form of the Covenant of Grace.” He continues, “It is because

all biblical covenants since the Fall are united in their major feature of grace and major requirement of the
principle of faith in man that our confession speaks as it does. All biblical covenants (with Adam after the
Fall, Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, New) are but varying administrations of the Covenant of Grace.” Walter
J. Chantry, “The Covenants of Works and of Grace” in Covenant Theology: A Baptist Distinctive, ed. Earl M.
Blackburn (Pelham, AL: Solid Ground Christian Books, 2013), 108.
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Three of the five contributors to the recent Five Solas Series (Zondervan), including the editor, are advocates
of progressive covenantalism. See Thomas Schreiner, Faith Alone: The Doctrine of Justification (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2015); Stephen Wellum, Christ Alone: The Uniqueness of Jesus as Savior (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2017); Matthew Barrett, God’s Word Alone: The Authority of Scripture (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016).
Wellum and Schreiner have been cited elsewhere in this essay as proponents of PC. For Barrett’s sympathies,
see Matthew Barrett, “What is So New About the New Covenant? Exploring the Contours of Paul’s New
Covenant Theology in 2 Corinthians 3,” SBJT 19.3 (2015): 61-96. He writes, “the discerning reader will
notice how the conclusions reached in this article will sympathize with ‘progressive covenantalism’” (84n7).
Editor’s note: Matthew Barrett has since renounced PC and instead embraced Anglican covenant theology.
See Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J. Wellum, “Responses Rejoinder to Review of ‘Kingdom Through Covenant’,”
WTJ 76.2 (Fall 2014): 449 -52.
For a fuller PC discussion on these bicovenantal categories, see Stephen J. Wellum, “Reflections on Covenant
Theology from a Progressive Covenantal View,” SBJT 26.1 (2022): 164~ 87. In reference to the covenant of
works, Wellum writes, “For the most part, progressive covenantalism agrees with covenant theology’s under-
standing of the covenant of works over against dispensationalism’s rejection of it (along with some forms of
new covenant theology). We agree that Adam was created as the legal, covenant representative of humanity.
In addition, we agree that Adam was created good, but not yet glorified, and he, due to the demands and
promises of the covenant, was called to obey God perfectly to enter his rest just as God had rested, which
means to enter a glorified, permanent state” (175). And of particular interest for the comparison of these two
Baptist covenantal theologies, Wellum writes in reference to the covenant of grace that “if the theological
category of ‘the covenant of grace’ is retained, it would be better to identify it with the new covenant, as 1689
Federalism does. Yet, given the diverse understandings of ‘the covenant of grace’ and how it often assumes
a Reformed paedobaptist covenant theology, progressive covenantalism does not see the need to retain the
language but instead speak of God’s one redemptive plan unfolded through the biblical covenants which
reach their fulfillment, telos, and terminus in the new covenant” (187n26).
In this sense, PC can agree with WCF 8.6 (and 2LCF 8.6), which reads, “Although the work of redemption
was not actually wrought by Christ till after his incarnation, yet the virtue, efficacy, and benefits thereof were
communicated unto the elect, in all ages successively from the beginning of the world, in and by those prom-
ises, types, and sacrifices, wherein he was revealed, and signified to be the seed of the woman which should
bruise the serpent’s head; and the Lamb slain from the beginning of the world; being yesterday and today the
same, and forever.” And of course, this historical outworking of salvation is “founded in that eternal covenant
transaction that was between the Father and the Son about the redemption of the elect” (2LCF 7.3).
See the confusion around these category distinctions represented in Jonathan M. Brack and Jared S. Oliphint,
“Questioning the Progress in Progressive Covenantalism: A Review of Gentry and Wellum’s Kingdom Through
Covenant,” WTJ 76 (2014): 189-217.
Renihan writes, “Cameron’s threefold covenant model taught that the Mosaic covenant was neither the cove-
nant of works made with Adam nor the covenant of grace, but a distinct covenant of obedience given to Israel
concerning life in Canaan” (“Above and Beyond,” 96-97).
For a detailed discussion of this historical development, see Renihan, From Shadow to Substance, 48 - 57,
195-264.
See Wellum, “Progressive Covenantalism,” 93-95.
Cf. Denault, The Distinctiveness of Baptist Covenant Theology, 141.
Renihan, From Shadow to Substance, 66, emphasis added.
Samuel D. Renihan, “Kingdom Through Covenant: A Biblical-Theology Understanding of the Covenants, A Review
Article” JIRBS (2014), 164.
‘Wellum, “Reflections on Covenant Theology from a Progressive Covenantal View,” 177.
As evidence that 1689 Federalism, despite protests otherwise, is not considered an equal player in the discus-
sion around contemporary biblical-theological systems, note its absence from these works (but the inclusion

of progressive covenantalism): Brent E. Parker and Richard J. Lucas, eds., C tal and Dispensational
Theologies: Four Views on the Continuity of Scripture (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2022); Benjamin

L. Merkle, Discontinuity to Continuity: A Survey of Dispensational and C tal Theologies (Bellingham, WA:
Lexham Press, 2020); Chad O. Brand, Perspectives on Israel and the Church: 4 Views (Nashville TN: B&H,
2015). In reference to this last volume, see the critique of the presentation of PC in Brent E. Parker, “Review
of Perspectives on Israel and the Church: 4 Views” SBJT 20.1 (Spring 2016): 170-74.

Renihan, “Kingdom Through Covenant,” 166.
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Renihan’s The Mystery of Christ is the closest work to attempting a contemporary biblical theology from a 1689
Federalist perspective. While I'm thankful to see several positive references to some PC literature in that work,
it not only has many more references to historic Baptist sources, but hardly any references to contemporary
biblical-theological scholarly sources. I suspect that was not the aim of the work, nevertheless, 1689 Federal-
ism would be helped by the appearance of a robust contemporary biblical theology. While 1689 Federalism
has not produced a work like the one I'm suggesting, there are numerous examples of contemporary Re-
formed covenant theology projects, such as: Guy Prentiss Waters, J. Nicholas Reid, and John R. Muether, eds.,
Covenant Theology: Biblical, Theological, and Historical Perspectives (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020); Richard
P. Belcher, Jr., The Fulfillment of the Promises of God: An Explanation of Covenant Theology (Ross-shire, UK:
Mentor, 2020); Stephen G. Myers, God to Us: Covenant Theology in Scripture (Grand Rapids: RHB, 2021);
and Harrison Perkins, Reformed Covenant Theology: A Systematic Introduction (Bellingham, WA: Lexham
Press, 2024).
A systematic theology that has progressive covenantal distinctives represented is currently in development.
See Stephen J. Wellum, Systematic Theology: From Canon to Concept, Volume One (Brentwood, TN: B&H
Academic, 2024).
As representative of dispensational critiques of PC, see Michael J. Vlach, “Have They Found A Better Way? An
Analysis of Gentry and Wellum’s Kingdom Through Covenant,” MS] 24/1 (Spring 2013): S —24; Craig Blaising,
“A Critique of Gentry and Wellum’s Kingdom Through Covenant: A Hermeneutical-Theological Response,” MS]
26/1 (Spring 2015): 111-27; Michael Grisanti, “A Critique of Gentry and Wellum’s Kingdom Through Cove-
nant: An Old Testament Perspective,” MSJ 26/1 (Spring 2015): 129-37; and Darrell L. Bock, “A Critique of
Gentry and Wellum’s Kingdom Through Covenant: A New Testament Perspective,” MS] 26/1 (Spring 2015):
139-4s.
As but two examples, see Richard J. Lucas, “The Dispensational Appeal to Romans 11 and the Nature of
Israel’s Future Salvation,” in Progressive Covenantalism: Charting a Course between Dispensational and Co tal
Theologies, eds. Stephen J. Wellum and Brent E. Parker (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2016), 235-53; and
Oren R. Martin, “The Land Promise Biblically and Theologically Understood” in Progressive Covenantalism:
Charting a Course between Dispensational and Covenantal Theologies, eds. Stephen J. Wellum and Brent E. Parker
(Nashville: B&H Academic, 2016), 255 -74.
Jordan L. Steffaniak, “Reforming Credobaptism: A Westminster Alternative for Reformed Baptist Identity,”
JBTS 4.2 (2019): 297.
In his critique of 1689 Federalism, Blackburn claims that republicationism (which he attributes to 1689
Federalism) “has latent within it incipient dispensationalism” (It Pleased the Lord to Make a Covenant of
Grace, 46).
Greg Bahnsen calls Meredith Kline’s covenant theology (specifically his republicationism) “the functional
equivalent of dispensationalism.” No Other Standard: Theonomy and Its Critics (Tyler, Texas: Institute for
Christian Economics, 1991), 122.
Mark Snoeberger writes, “I would suggest that progressive dispensationalism has lost sight of the reason for

and essence of the dispensational system as it was originally conceived” (“Traditional Dispensationalism” in
Covenantal and Dispensational Theologies: Four Views on the Continuity of Scripture, eds. Brent E. Parker and
Richard J. Lucas (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2022), 152n9. See also, Bruce A. Baker, “Is Progressive Dispen-
sationalism Really Dispensational?” in Progressive Dispensationalism: An Analysis of the Movement and Defense
of Traditional Dispensationalism, ed. Ron J. Bigalke Jr. (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2005),
343-75; and Charles C. Ryrie, “Update on Dispensationalism” in Issues in Dispensationalism, eds. Wesley R.
Willis and John R. Master (Chicago: Moody Press, 1994), 15-27.

For a prominent, yet troubling NCT presentation of the law, see Steve Lehrer, New Covenant Theology: Ques-
tions Answered (Self-published, 2006). For a Reformed Baptist critique of New Covenant Theology’s view of
the law, see Richard C. Barcellos, In Defense of the Decalogue: A Critique of New Covenant Theology (Enumclaw,
WA: WinePress Publishing, 2001); cf. also idem., Getting the Garden Right: Adam’s Work and God’s Rest in Light
of Christ (Cape Coral, FL: Founders Press, 2017).

For the purposeful attempts to distance PC from new covenant theology, see Wellum with Parker, “Introduc-
tion” in Progressive Covenantalism, 2 - 3; and Meyer, “The Mosaic Law, Theological Systems, and the Glory of
Christ”, 78 -79. Cf. also Peter Gentry and Stephen Wellum, “A Response to Zaspel’s Review.” November 27,
2012, https://credomag.com/2012/11/a-response-to-zaspels-review-peter-gentry-and-stephen-wellum.
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For the development of a natural law ethic through the framework of PC, see Andrew T. Walker, “Ethics

Through Covenant: A Primer on Progressive Covenantalism and Moral Theology (Part 3)” in Christ Over All

(October 2023), https://christoverall.com/article/concise/ethics-through-covenant-a-primer-on-progres-
sive-covenantalism-and-moral-theology-part-3.

For the PC view of the Sabbath, see Thomas R. Schreiner, “Good-bye and Hello: The Sabbath Command for

tal

New Covenant Believers” in Progressive Covenantalism: Charting a Course between Dispensational and C

Theologies, eds. Stephen J. Wellum and Brent E. Parker (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2016), 159 -88; Craig L.

Blomberg, “The Sabbath as Fulfilled in Christ” in Perspectives on the Sabbath: 4 Views, ed. Christopher John
Donato (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2011), 305-358; D. A. Carson, ed. From Sabbath to Lord’s Day: A
Biblical, Historical, and Theological Investigation (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982); Andrew David Naselli,

“What is a Biblical Theology of the Sabbath?” in 40 Questions About Biblical Theology, eds. Jason S. DeRouchie,

Oren R. Martin, and Andrew David Naselli (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2020), 257 -26S; Schreiner,

40

Questions About Christians and Biblical Law, 209 -217; Wellum, “Progressive Covenantalism and the Doing of
Ethics,” 232; Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 2" ed., 797; Stephen Wellum, “3 Reasons Sun-

day Is Not the Christian Sabbath.” October 27, 2020, www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/sunday-not-chris
tian-sabbath.
See Stephen J. Wellum, “Progressive Covenantalism and the Doing of Ethics” in Progressive Covenantalism:

Charting a Course between Dispensational and C tal Theologies, eds. Stephen J. Wellum and Brent E. Parker
(Nashville: B&H Academic, 2016), 225 -226; and idem., Stephen Wellum, “The Law of God” in TGC Concise

Theology (2020), www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/the-law-of-god. Cf. also Peter J. Gentry and Stephen J.

Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant: A Biblical-Theological Understanding of the C ts, 2°¢ edition (Whea-

ton: Crossway, 2018), 782-98.

James M. Renihan, For the Vindication of the Truth: A Brief Exposition of the First London Baptist Confession of
Faith, Baptist Symbolics Volume 1 (Cape Coral, FL: Founders Press, 2021).

For more primary source works, see the 17 volume “Baptist Covenant Theology Collection” available on
Logos.com. Baptist Heritage Press is also another new effort to republish Particular Baptists works.

See the bibliography in the first edition of Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom Through Covenant, 779 —809.

The most obvious example is the role of the Decalogue in new covenant ethics, and specifically the abiding
validity of the sabbath day command.
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New Covenant Theology
and Progressive
Covenantalism Compared:
Common Ground

ZACHARY S. MAXCEY

Zachary S. Maxcey is a MDiv graduate of Providence Theological Seminary, and he currently serves as

the President of Providence Theological Institute of New Covenant Theology (http://www.pti-nct.org).

INTRODUCTION

Beginning in 1977, New Covenant Theology (NCT) emerged as a developing
theological system through the diligent labors of such men as Jon Zens, John
Reisinger, Tom Wells, S. Lewis Johnson, and Gary D. Long. However, what
is NCT? NCT has been described in a multitude of ways. For example,
Dennis Swanson of The Master’s Seminary refers to NCT as a “theology
of the Internet”! Fred Zaspel describes NCT both as a “recent attempt”
to “gain a clearer understanding of the unfolding of Biblical redemptive
history” and as a theological system occupying “middle ground” between
Covenant Theology and Dispensational Theology.” Blake White writes,
“New Covenant Theology is the system of theology that allows the Bible to
have the ‘final say’ most consistently.® Robert Plummer describes NCT as
“[t]he theological system that attempts to systematize the Bible through the
lens of old and new covenant, especially focusing on the ‘newness’ brought
in Jesus.” Finally, Gary D. Long states that NCT “may be defined broadly
as God's eternal purpose progressively revealed in the commandments and
promises of the biblical covenants of the OT and fulfilled in the New Covenant of
Jesus Christ.”
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New Covenant Theology and Progressive Covenantalism Compared: Common Ground

In 2012, Peter Gentry and Stephen Wellum published their seminal work
Kingdom through Covenant which sets forth the theological framework
known as Progressive Covenantalism (PC). In this work, Wellum rightly
argues that “the biblical covenants form the backbone of the metanarrative
of Scripture, and apart from understanding each biblical covenant in its
historical context and then in its relation to the fulfillment of all of the
covenants in Christ, we will ultimately misunderstand the overall message
of the Bible”® Following this, Stephen Wellum, Brent Parker, and other
contributors published Progressive Covenantalism, a book which further
crystallizes the tenets and teaching of this new system. Although there are
some disputable differences between NCT and PC —a matter which will
be addressed by my article, there is also vast agreement between these
two systems. In this article, I will address the following areas of common
ground between NCT and PC: 1) historic Protestant Christianity; 2)
one plan of God— centered in Christ; 3) God’s plan is unfolded via the
biblical covenants; 4) the interpretive priority of the NT; S) the Mosaic Law
is an indivisible unit; 6) Christians are not under the Old Covenant; 7) all
believers are members of the New Covenant, have full forgiveness of sins,
are permanently indwelt by the Spirit, and are empowered by the Spirit to
please God; and 8) the Church is the eschatological Israel as God’s people.
This is not intended to be an exhaustive list; it is merely eight areas of
common ground that I will highlight between both systems.

A DisCUSSION AMONG CHRISTIAN BRETHREN

As believers in Christ, we must be able to lock arms together on all essential
matters of the Christian faith, while agreeing to disagree in non-essential or
disputable matters. We must remember that famous statement of Rupertus
Meldenius, “In essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all things charity.””
When we fail to do so, we stand in direct violation of Christ’s command
to love one another as he loved us (John 13:34; Matt 22:39). As long as
we accept the absolute essentials of orthodox evangelical Protestantism,
we should be able to agree to disagree with fellow believers on disputable
matters, which would include the non-essential differences between NCT
and PC.
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This is not to say that non-essentials theological matters cannot and do
not significantly affect one’s understanding of Scripture and overall theology.
Of course, they can and certainly do in certain cases. This notwithstanding,
every Christian must zealously labor to be abundantly gracious when
interacting with Christian brethren in all matters. As Ephesians 4:1-
3 declares: “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner
worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility
and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, eager to
maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace”

CoMMON GROUND 1: HiISTORIC PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY

The first significant common ground between NCT and PC that I will
discuss is that of historic Protestant Christianity. Advocates of both NCT
and PC affirm the early ecumenical creeds, with two examples being the
Nicene Creed and the theological resolutions of the Council of Chalcedon.
At the former, the full deity of Christ, and hence the Trinity, was affirmed. In
the latter, the hypostatic union was defined, namely, that Jesus Christ, the
God-man, is one person with two complete natures — divine and human.
These are essentials of the Christian faith, upon which proponents of NCT
and PC both agree.

Advocates of NCT and PC both hold to the five solas of the
Protestant Reformation: (1) sola Scriptura (Latin: “by Scripture alone”):
Scripture (which is the inspired, infallible, and inerrant Word of God) is
the sole authority of faith and practice for the believer; (2) sola fide (Latin:
“by faith alone”): believers are justified before God by faith in Christ not
by works; (3) sola gratia (Latin: “by grace alone”): God’s grace, that is to say,
his unmerited favor (not man’s will or effort) alone initiates, secures, and
applies salvation to his elect; (4) solo Christo (Latin: “by Christ alone”):
salvation is found only in the God-man Jesus Christ, the sole mediator
between God and man; and (S) soli Deo gloria (Latin: “to God alone be
the glory”): not only does God all things for his own glory but also that
man is to glorify God not himself in all that he does (Rom 11:36; Rev 4:11;
5:12; 1 Cor 10:31; Isa 6:3; Luke 2:14; Heb 1:1-3). These are pillars of
Protestant Christianity, upon which proponents of both NCT and PC agree.
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Advocates of NCT and PC both affirm a Calvinistic or
Reformed Soteriology —the doctrines of grace: (1) total depravity: man
(a) is guilty of Adam’s first sin, (b) desperately corrupted his entire being
in Adam, and (c) is wholly unable to do anything that pleases God; (2)
unconditional election: God in eternity past freely chose a specific number
of people to become recipients of his saving grace, not because of any
foreknown choices or merits but because he was sovereignly pleased to do so;
(3) definite (or limited) atonement: Christ’s penal substitutionary sacrifice is
fully efficacious for the particular people whom God freely and sovereignly
elected to salvation; (4) irresistible grace: the special inward call, whereby the
Holy Spirit regenerates and enables individuals to come to Christ, invincibly
secures the salvation of the elect; and (S) perseverance of the saints: God
preserves to the end all those who are saved and those who persevere to the
end are truly saved. Again, these are theological matters which proponents
of NCT and PC both affirm.

Finally, proponents both NCT and PC heartily acknowledge that creeds
and confession statements, whether historic or contemporary, can be and
often are helpful systematic expressions of the Christian faith. However,
proponents of both firmly oppose the elevation, whether perceived
or actual, of any creed or confession to a level of authority approaching the
Scriptures themselves. As Stephen Wellum, a proponent of PC, rightly states

“that historic confessions function as secondary standards to Scripture.” In
other words, although creeds and confessions can be and often are helpful
summaries of what Scripture teaches, these statements are nevertheless
formulated by men and are hence not inspired.

CoMMON GROUND 2: ONE PLAN OF REDEMPTION, CENTERED IN
JEsus CHRIST

The second significant common ground between NCT and PC that I will
discuss is that there is one plan of redemption, centered in Jesus Christ
(Eph 1:10; 2 Cor 1:20; Col 1:18), implemented according to God’s eternal
purpose (Eph 1:11; 3:11; 2 Tim 1:9), and securing the salvation of God’s
elect (Rom 8:28-32). Wellum, as a PC advocate writes, “Our triune God
has one eternal plan which is progressively revealed through the unfolding
of the biblical covenants in redemptive history (Isa 14:24-27; Acts 2:23;
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Eph 1:4, 11; 2:12; Rev 13:8). From all eternity, God has planned and
foreordained all that comes to pass in history, or what is called in theology,
the divine economy.” Notice the similarity with Gary Long, an advocate of
NCT: “God’s plan of salvation is revealed and administered according to his
eternal purpose (2 Tim 1:9) through the unfolding of biblical covenants in
the flow of redemptive history,” and “fulfilled in the New Covenant (NC)
of Jesus Christ”*° Or consider the words of Blake White, “God has one will/
purpose/plan, and it is to make Jesus central in all things ... The Bible is the
story of God’s work in history to sum up all things in Christ.”"'

Both groups hold that there exists only one plan of redemption — the
salvation of one people. This one people is all God’s elect from all time,
comprised of believing Jews and Gentiles (Eph 2:15), first formed as the
body of Christ, which is the Church, at Pentecost (Acts 1:4-5;2:1-41), not
before (John 7:39; 17:21; Col 1:26-27; Heb 11:39-40), as one corporate
spiritual body in New Covenant union with Christ (1 Cor 12:13; Eph 2:19 -
21; Col 1:18, 24). This is where NCT and PC distinguish themselves from
Dispensational Theology'? (in all its forms), as they do not accept the latter’s
sine qua non, i.e., the sharp distinction between Israel and the Church.”
Simply put, NCT and PC do not agree with the Dispensational teaching that
God has two redemptive programs — one for Israel, and one for the Church.

Both NCT and PC affirm that the Scriptures resoundingly teach that the
plan of God is Christocentric. Consider Daniel 7:13 - 14:

I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came
one like a Son of Man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented
before him. And to Him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that
all peoples, nations, and languages should serve Him; His dominion is an
everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that shall

not be destroyed.

Ephesians 1:9-10 declares: “In him we have redemption through his blood,
the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, which
he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight making known to us the
mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ.”
Hebrews 1:2 teaches that God the Father “appointed” his Son to be the
“heir of all things.” Ephesians 1:20-22 also declares that God the Father
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“raised him [i.e, Christ] from the dead,” “seated him at his right hand in the
heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion,”
and “put all things under his feet” (see also Heb 2:6-8). Clearly, God’s
purpose, God’s plan is centered in his beloved Son, the Lord Jesus Christ.

CoMMON GROUND 3: GOD’S PLAN 1S UNFOLDED VIA THE
BiBLicAL COVENANTS

The third significant common ground between NCT and PC that I will
discuss is that God’s one plan is unfolded via the biblical covenants. Recall
the explanations above of Wellum and Long concerning the one plan

of God:

Wellum: “Our triune God has one eternal plan which is progressively revealed
through the unfolding of the biblical covenants in redemptive history (Isa.
14:24-27; Acts 2:23; Eph. 1:4, 11; 2:12; Rev. 13:8). From all eternity, God
has planned and foreordained all that comes to pass in history, or what is called

in theology, the divine economy.”**

Long: “God’s plan of salvation is revealed and administered according to His
eternal purpose (2 Tim. 1:9) through the unfolding of biblical covenants in the

flow of redemptive history.”*s

Clearly, leading theologians in both groups believe that God’s plan is
unfolded via the biblical covenants.

At this point, the term biblical covenants requires explanation. Advocates
of PC hold the following: “The primary biblical covenants are creation (Gen.
1-3); Noahic (Gen. 6-9); Abrahamic (Gen. 12-50); Mosaic/old (Ex.-
Deut.); Davidic (2 Sam. 7; 1 Chron. 17), and the new covenant (Jer. 31:29—
34; Prophets; Heb. 8-10).”'¢ There are advocates of NCT that would agree
with the previous statement. For example, Long writes that “God’s eternal
purpose of redemption” is “covenantally revealed and administered through
biblical covenants beginning with a pre-Fall covenant of obedience with
Adam (Rom. 5:12-19) and a post-Fall covenant of promise (Gen. 3:15)."
In short, Long agrees, even adding a post-fall covenant of promise. That
being said, I believe it would be fair to say that the majority within NCT do
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not hold to the existence of a pre-fall covenant. I will discuss this point in
greater detail in my next message.

That being said, the issue of a pre-fall covenant aside, both groups agree
that God’s one plan is unfolded and revealed through the biblical covenants.
Wellum writes:

Each biblical covenant contributes to the unfolding and revealing of God’s
unified plan. To grasp God’s plan, we must take seriously how all of the
covenants reveal God’s plan. It is crucial to interpret each covenant in its
own redemptive-historical context and think through how it is related to
the covenant(s) that precede it and to the covenant(s) that follow it. It is only
by reading Scripture this way that we can discern how each of the covenants
unveils God’s plan over time and how all of the covenants reach their fulfillment
in Christ. We do not view the covenants as isolated units; instead, we view
them as organically related to each other as God’s plan unfolds from creation
to Christ. Thus, by the progression or unfolding of the covenants, God’s plan

is revealed.'®

Take, for example, the seed promise that was first revealed in Genesis 3:15:
“I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring
and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel” In
other words, God promises that one of Eve’s offspring would be a champion
who would triumph over the serpent via his own death. Genesis 4-6 then
trace the genealogy of this coming seed from Adam through Seth to Noah.
Immediately after the Flood, God makes a covenant with Noah which
guarantees the future realization of the Genesis 3:15 promise —a blessing
that is ultimately realized in Shem’s distant descendant Jesus Christ. God
subsequently enters into covenant with Abraham and grants to him the
seed promise in Genesis 12:7 (renewed in Gen 15:18; 17:7), which
itself is a continuation of the original seed promise in Genesis 3:1S.
Following Abraham, God establishes his covenant with Isaac and Jacob just
as he promised in Genesis 17:19-21. In doing so, he extends the Abrahamic
seed promise to Isaac and Jacob. Later, God enters into covenant with David,
a descendant of Jacob’s son Judah, and he promises to David a seed, who
will build God’s house, who will be God’s son, and who will receive an
everlasting throne (2 Sam 7:10-16).
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As one traces the seed promise throughout the Scriptures using a
Christological hermeneutic, it is unmistakably clear that the biblical
covenants progressively unfold God’s promises. As the NT Scriptures
resoundingly indicate, Christ is the true seed of the woman, the one whom
God promised would crush the head of the serpent (Heb 2:14). He is the
true seed of Abraham (Matt 1:1); that is to say, he is both the ultimate
fulfillment and chief beneficiary of God’s promises to Abraham (Gal 3:16).
As “the Lion of the tribe of Judah” (Rev 5:5), Christ is descended from Isaac,
Jacob, and Judah. Christ is David’s greater Son and true seed (Matt 1:1;
Rev 5:5) —the One who ontologically is God’s unique Son, who through
his death, burial, resurrection, and ascension is “building” the Church—
God’s temple, and who was enthroned in power at God’s right hand at his
ascension (Acts 2:29-36). Clearly, the biblical covenants progressively
unfold God’s kingdom purpose (Matt 6:10) in history, culminating in Christ
Jesus and the New Covenant.

CoMMON GROUND 4: THE INTERPRETIVE PRIORITY OF THE NT

The fourth significant common ground between NCT and PC that I will
discuss is that both groups agree that the NT has interpretive priority over
the OT due to the New being the final revelation of God. For example, Long
describes that in terms of its hermeneutics NCT strives for “consistent
interpretation of the OT in light of the NT” with “Christ as the focus ‘in
all the Scriptures’” (Luke 24:27)." Blake White writes: “We learn how to
interpret the Old Testament from Jesus and his apostles ... God has revealed
himself over time (progressively) and his revelation has come to a climax in
Jesus Christ. Now all previous revelation must be understood in light of his
centrality”>® Wellum similarly states that PC “appl[ies] the entire OT to us as
Scripture and in light of its fulfillment in Christ.”*' Elsewhere, he writes, “To
apply rightly God’s promises to us today, and to know now we ought to live
as God’s new covenant people, all of Scripture must be applied in light of its
fulfillment in Christ.”**

Why do both groups advocate for the interpretive priority of the NT?
This is so for at least three reasons. First, he Lord Jesus Christ understood
the message of Scripture to be about himself. For example, in an encounter
with the Jews, Jesus boldly declared, “You search the Scriptures because
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you think that in them you have eternal life; it is these that testify
about Me” (John 5:39). In the same exchange, Christ also testified, “For
if you believed Moses, you would believe Me, for he wrote about Me”
(John 5:46).2 Second, the apostles and writers of the NT interpreted the
OT in light of Christ, as he had taught them. In John 1:45, Philip exclaims
to Nathanael, “We have found Him of whom Moses in the Law and also
the Prophets wrote, Jesus of Nazareth of son of Joseph.” When speaking to
the Jews in Acts 3:18, 24, the apostle Peter declares: “But the things which
God announced beforehand by the mouth of all the prophets, that his
Christ should suffer, he has thus fulfilled.24 And likewise, all the prophets
who have spoken, from Samuel and his successors onward, also announced
these days” Third, the NT revelation is a higher, clearer revelation of
the Lord Jesus Christ than the OT Scriptures. This is not to say that the
OT should be discarded, devalued, or considered less the Word of God
(2 Tim 3:16-17) than the NT. May it never be! The NT though must have
interpretive priority over the Old due to the former being the final revelation
of God. John Reisinger also describes the interpretive priority of the NT:
“First, we consider the promise/prophecy as stated in its Old Testament text.
Next, we ask questions of that text. Finally, we turn to the New Testament
for answers to those questions.”*

As a brief aside, proponents of NCT and PC also find hermeneutical
common ground with regard to the already-not yet or now-not yet principle
to understand the teaching of the NT. For example, representing the
NCT view, Long writes:

The “now-not yet” principle of interpretation is essential to understand the
teaching of the NT. The Christian experiences the commencement of “every
spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ” (Eph. 1:3); yet he still awaits
the consummation of these blessing at Christ’s return. The whole theology of
the NT is qualified by this tension: between the “already” or “now” and the
“not yet” (IJohn 3:2).%

Presenting the PC view, Wellum writes:

In the ratification of the new covenant, we embrace the “already-not yet” of

inaugurated eschatology in understanding how the new covenant is fulfilled in
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redemptive history. In Christ and the new covenant, all that the OT prophesied,
predicted, and anticipated through promises and typological patterns is now
here in principle (e.g., Matt. 4:17; Jer. 31:34; Rom. 3:21-26; 8:1; Acts 2:32-
36; 2 Cor. 5:17), yet we still await the fullness and consummation of the new
covenant at Christ’s glorious return (e.g., Matt. 6:10; 2 Cor. 5:10; Eph. 1:13-
14; Rev. 21:22).%

As a result, both groups hold not only to a Christological hermeneutic in
which the NT has interpretive priority, but also to the now-not yet or already-
not yet hermeneutical principle.

CoMMON GROUND 5: THE Mosaic LAw 1s A UNIT

The fifth significant common ground between NCT and PC that I will
discuss is that the Mosaic Law is a unit. For example, Wellum describes the
PC view:

[W]e do not simply divide the Mosaic/old covenant into a
threefold division: moral, civil, and ceremonial. Such an approach insists
that the civil and ceremonial parts of the old covenant are now fulfilled and
abrogated for Christians, yet the Decalogue continues as God’s eternal moral
law for all people. No doubt, this approach is helpful and it often yields similar
conclusions on how the Christian ought to live and obey God today, yet there
are some hermeneutical problems with it. The old covenant is best viewed as
a unit which has now reached its fulfillment in Christ and the new covenant.
As Christians, we are no longer under the old covenant as a covenant (Rom.
6:14-15; 1 Cor. 9:20-21; Gal. 4:4-5; 5:13-18). Merely to appeal to
the Decalogue as the principle by which we establish moral law today is
not sufficient, and it faces difficulties with the Sabbath command. Instead, we
ought to apply the Decalogue to us (as embedded in the entire old covenant) in
light of its fulfillment in Christ.”’

Long describes the predominant view within NCT:

The Ten Commandments are not moral law “forever,” first written in the heart

of man at creation and forever binding upon all mankind as CT teaches in its
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Blake White similarly writes: “[T]he old covenant law is a unit. It is a
package deal. Another way to state this is to say that the law is bound up with
the covenant in which it was given. One cannot separate the commands

confessions of faith; e.g., the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647-49)
and the Second London Baptist Confession of Faith (1677/1689). In fact
the term “moral law” does not occur in the original languages of the Bible.
Although under any given covenantal administration, man is morally obligated
to obey all of God’s commandments, yet the Bible does not separate God’s
law into three parts: moral, ceremonial and civil. Historically, this threefold
separation was not substantially taught until the time of Thomas Aquinas in
the 13th century and in the 16th century by Calvin ... The Decalogue is not
“transcovenantal” and, therefore, does not function outside the Old Covenant

as a unit as much of CT teaches.?®

from the covenant to which they belong.”*

CoMMON GROUND 6: CHRISTIANS ARE NOT UNDER THE
OLDp COVENANT

The sixth significant common ground between NCT and PC that I will
discuss is that Christians are not under the Old Covenant. Wellum expresses

the PC view:

The old covenant is best viewed as a unit which has now reached its fulfillment
in Christ and the new covenant. As Christians, we are no longer under the old
covenant as a covenant (Rom. 6:14-15; 1 Cor. 9:20-21; Gal. 4:4-5; 5:13-18).
Merely to appeal to the Decalogue as the principle by which we establish moral
law today is not sufficient, and it faces difficulties with the Sabbath command.
Instead, we ought to apply the Decalogue to us (as embedded in the entire
old covenant) in light of its fulfillment in Christ. When we do so, we discover
that the Decalogue comes over to us with greater expectations in light

of Christ’s work applied to us by the Spirit.*

Long, representing NCT, stands in general agreement:
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Christians “are not under law (hupo nomon), but under grace (hupo charin)”
(Rom. 6:14), meaning that the believer in Christ is no longer under the Mosaic
law as covenant law but under the grace of the NC ... The Ten Commandments
are a covenantal outworking of the two greatest commandments in
redemptive history, not the reverse. They were given through the hand of

Moses to the nation of Israel first at Mount Sinai (Exod. 20).>'

Blake White similarly states: “New covenant Christians are not under the
law of Moses but the law of Christ”** The Law of Moses can be defined as
the exhaustive, indivisible (Jas. 2:10; Gal. 5:3) legal code, summed up in the
Ten Commandments (Exod. 34:28), covenantally binding upon the nation
of Israel (Exod. 19:5-6; 24:3), temporary in its duration (Heb. 7:11-12;
Col. 2:14), and fulfilled in Jesus Christ (Rom. 10:4; Matt. 5:17-18; Col.
2:16-17).5
As a brief aside, advocates of NCT and PC also hold that the Sabbath
command is fulfilled in Christ. Stemming from the three previous areas of
common ground, namely if the NT has interpretive priority over the OT, if
the Mosaic Law is an indivisible unit, and if Christians are no longer under
the Old Covenant as a covenant — and hence, the Mosaic Law as covenant law,
this leads to the view held by both NCT and PC that the Sabbath command
is typologically fulfilled in Christ. Speaking for the NCT view, Long writes:
“The old covenant Sabbath commandment is typologically fulfilled by Christ
for the people of God who rest in Him by faith (Heb. 4:9-10; Col. 2:16 -
17)7%* Wellum describes the PC view of the Sabbath:

Regarding the Sabbath, like the Decalogue, we obey the Sabbath command in
light of its fulfillment in Christ (Heb. 3:7-4:11). We do so by first setting the
Sabbath command within its covenantal location (old covenant). This allows us
to see how it functioned as a command/sign to Israel (which no longer applies
to us), but also how it typologically pointed forward to a greater salvation rest
that is now here in Christ (which does apply to us). In this way, Christians
“obey” the Sabbath by entering into the rest that it typified and predicted,

namely salvation rest in Christ.>
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CoMMON GROUND 7: ALL MEMBERS OF THE NEW COVENANT ARE
BELIEVERS WHO ARE FULLY FORGIVEN, INDWELT BY THE SPIRIT, AND
EMPOWERED BY THE SPIRIT

The seventh significant common ground between NCT and PC that I will
discuss is that all believers are members of the New Covenant, have full
forgiveness of sins, are permanently indwelt by the Spirit, and are empowered
by the Spirit to please God. Representing PC, Wellum states:

Under the old covenant, Israel visibly was constituted as a mixed
community of believers and unbelievers (Rom. 9:6), ruled by
various Spirit-empowered leaders (prophets, priests, and kings), hence the
famous visible-invisible distinction. However, under the new covenant, the
church is constituted as a believing, regenerate people, united to Christ by faith
and those who have minimally experienced the forgiveness of sin, new birth
and gifting by the Spirit, and heart circumcision (Rom. 6). No doubt, not all
people who profess faith in Christ show themselves to be truly regenerate. Yet,
the church, unlike Israel under the old covenant, is constituted by those who
have professed true saving faith in Christ. Thus, our view of the visible-invisible
church is different than covenant theology. We affirm that the visible church is
a professing believer’s church, while the invisible church pertains to God’s one

people in all places and throughout time (Heb. 12:18-29).3
Blake White describes the New Covenant position:

New Covenant Theology believes that all in the new covenant community
know the Lord ... Unlike the old covenant, all are indwelt by the Spirit in the
new covenant. Moses longed for the day when all would have the gift of the
Spirit ... These promises came to fruition at Pentecost, and not before then.
The Spirit is the gift of the last days. The new covenant community consists only
of those who are indwelt by the Spirit. The church is to be a believer’s church.
There is no biblical precedent for having a mixed community of believers and
unbelievers in the new covenant church. All are fully forgiven and are indwelt

by the Spirit of God.>”
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Long also writes: “the believer in Christ is no longer under the Mosaic law
as covenant law but under the grace of the NC—a covenant that ... has the
internal leading of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:4, 11).** Later, he continues:
“The indwelling of the Holy Spirit is the norm for Christian living. NCT
does not teach that the Ten Commandments are the only objective standard
for evaluating the Christian life. Rather, NCT emphasizes that it is the
Spirit who through Scripture enables the Christian to have a godly walk

«

(Rom. 8:4) acknowledging that all Scripture is profitable for instruction in
righteousness (2 Tim. 3:16).”%

God promised to make “a new covenant” which not only would not be
like the Old Covenant (Jer 31:31-33) but would also be founded “on
better promises” (Heb 8:6). In 2 Corinthians 2:14-4:6, the apostle Paul
contrasts the Old and New Covenants, demonstrating the New Covenant’s
superiority over the Old.* The Old Covenant was a “ministry of death”
(2 Cor 3:7) and “condemnation” (2 Cor 3:9), and its defining dynamic was
the Law of Moses, which, although a blessing for the regenerate*' Israelite
(e.g., Ps 19:7; 40:8; 119:72, 97, 174), inexorably resulted in death for the
unregenerate® Israelite (2 Cor 3:6). However, the Mosaic Law resulted
in death for unregenerate Israelites because the Old Covenant did not
guarantee to its members the internal work of the Spirit.** This internal
working of the Spirit was only experienced by a small remnant of the Old
Covenant community to whom God freely and sovereignly chose to extend
it in order to fulfill the spiritual promises made to Abraham. In contrast to
the Old Covenant, the New Covenant is a “ministry of the Spirit” (2 Cor 3:8)
and “righteousness” (2 Cor 3:9), and its defining dynamic is the Spirit, who
inexorably produces “life” (2 Cor 3:6) in all members of the New Covenant.

Not only are all members of the New Covenant believers via the
regenerative working of the Holy Spirit, but they also have full forgiveness
of sins through faith in the salvific work of the Lord Jesus Christ. Unlike
the Old Covenant, the New Covenant does guarantee its members
the internal work of the Spirit. Put differently, membership in the
New Covenant community does indicate that a Christian is spiritually
redeemed and empowered by the Spirit to live righteously and please God.
Jeremiah 31:31 - 34 declares:
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Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will make a new
covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant
that I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to
bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant that they broke, though I
was their husband, declares the LORD. For this is the covenant that I will make
with the house of Israel after those days, declares the LORD: I will put my law
within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God, and
they shall be my people. And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and
each his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD), for they shall all know me, from the
least of them to the greatest, declares the LORD. For I will forgive their iniquity,

and I will remember their sin no more.
Similarly, Ezekiel 36:25-27 states:

I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all
your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. And I will give
you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the
heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my
Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey

my rules.

Notice that all God’s elect “from the least of them to the greatest” (Jer
31:34) know the living God (Jer 31:34), have his “law” written upon their
hearts (Jer 31:33), will be forgiven of their iniquity (Jer 31:34), have “a new
heart” and “a new spirit” (Ezek 36:26), have the Holy Spirit indwelling them
(Ezek 36:27), and are empowered to please God (Ezek 36:27). Behold, the
breathtaking glories of the New Covenant!
Among the promises of the New Covenant was the permanent gift of the
Holy Spirit to all the members of the New Covenant.* Ezekiel 36:27 declares:
“Iwill put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you
will be careful to observe My ordinances” (cf. Isa 44:3; 48:16; Ezek 11:18;
37:14). Isaiah 59:21 foretold that the promised gift of the Spirit would
be permanent: “My Spirit which is upon you, and My words which I have put
in your mouth, shall not depart from your mouth ... from now and forever”
In John 14:16-17, Jesus taught his disciples, “And I will ask the Father, and
He will give you another Helper, that He may be with you forever; that is
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the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it does not
behold Him or know Him, but you know Him because He abides with you,
and will be in you” (emphasis mine). When would the advent of the Holy
Spirit occur? On the day of Pentecost, the ascended Christ poured out the
Holy Spirit upon his followers; the apostle Peter declares: “Therefore having
been exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from the Father
the promise of the Holy Spirit, He [i.e., Christ] has poured forth this which
you both see and hear” (Acts 2:33).

Another promise of the New Covenant is that the Holy Spirit would
cause all the members of the New Covenant to obey the triune God.
Ezekiel 36:27 declares: “I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk
in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances” (cf. Isa 44:3;
48:16; Ezek 11:18; 37:14). In other words, the indwelling Holy Spirit is the
divine agent who causes a believer’s willing obedience (Ezek 36:27) by giving
him a new heart or inclination* (Ezek 36:26) which consequently seeks to
follow God and keep his inscripturated commandments (Jer 31:31-33).%
The apostle Paul’'s words in Philippians 2:13 echo Ezekiel: “For it is God
who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” Again,
in Romans 8:14, Paul writes: “For all who are led by the Spirit of God are
sons of God.” Simply put, the Spirit of God causes new covenant believers to
obey God’s commandments (cf. Phil 2:13; Rom 8:13 - 14; 1 Pet 1:2).¥

As a result, advocates of NCT and PC both hold that all believers are
members of the New Covenant, have full forgiveness of sins, are permanently
indwelt by the Spirit, and are empowered by the Spirit to please God. In
other words, both groups affirm a baptistic ecclesiology. In light of the
doctrines of grace described above, both groups would understand the
Church not to be a mixed multitude of believers and unbelievers —as
taught by the Westminster Federalist branch of Covenant Theology—but
rather a regenerate body of believers who all know the triune God “from the
least of them to the greatest” (Jer 31:34). Both groups would substantially,
and in some cases entirely, agree with historic Baptist confessions —such as
the First London Confession, Second London Confession, or the Abstract

of Principles.
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CoMMON GROUND 8: THE CHURCH IS THE ESCHATOLOGICAL ISRAEL
AS GoDp’s PEOPLE

The eighth significant common ground between NCT and PC that I will
discuss is that the Church is the eschatological Israel as God’s people by
virtue of her New Covenant union with Christ— the true Israel. Wellum
writes the following:

God has one people (Deut. 4:10; Isa. 2:2-4; Matt. 16:18; 1 Cor. 11:18; Heb.
10:25), yet there is an Israel-church distinction due to their respective covenants.
The church is new in redemptive history since she is God’s new covenant
people due to Christ’s coming and work, yet she is in continuity with OT saints
who in faith looked forward to the fulfillment of God’s promises in Christ (Heb.
12:18-29).%8

He continues:

The Israel-church relationship must be viewed both covenantally
and Christologically. The church is not directly the “new Israel” or
her replacement. Rather, in Christ, the church is God’s new creation, comprised
of believing Jews and Gentiles, because Jesus is the last Adam and true Israel,
the faithful seed of Abraham who inherits the promises by his work. Thus, in
union with Christ, the church is God’s new covenant people in continuity with

the elect in all ages, but different from Israel in its nature and structure.”
Representing the NCT view, Blake White states:

Dispensationalism teaches that the church and Israel are two separate people,
while New Covenant Theology teaches that the church is the continuation of
Israel through Jesus Christ. Sometimes, New Covenant Theology is accused of
being “replacement theology,” but this is unfair. New Covenant Theology does
not teach that the church replaces Israel but that the church is the fulfillment of

Israel by virtue of its union with the Jewish Messiah.*°
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To this, I will offer two definitions which represent the position of
Providence Theological Institute of New Covenant Theology and which also
generally agree with the aforementioned statements.

The people of God: all God’s elect from all time, comprised of believing Jews and
Gentiles (Eph. 2:15), first formed as the body of Christ, which is the Church, at
Pentecost (Acts 1:4-5; 2:1-41), not before (John 7:39; 17:21; Col. 1:26-27;
Heb. 11:39-40), as one corporate spiritual body in New Covenant union with

Christ (1 Cor. 12:13; Eph. 2:19-21; Col. 1:18, 24).

The nation of Israel: the ethnic descendants of Jacob (Gen. 28:13-15) formed
by God into a geopolitical entity at Sinai via the Old Covenant (Exod. 19:5-6),
comprised of both believers and unbelievers (1 Cor. 10:1-5; Heb. 3:16-4:2),
eschatologically fulfilled in Christ— the True Israel (Hos. 11:1; Matt. 2:15) —
and His Church (Exod. 19:5-6; 1 Pet. 2:9), the believing remnant (Rom.
9:27; 11:5) of which was transformed into the Church at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-
10,41), and which awaits a future spiritual restoration (Amos 9:8) in the form
of a massive, end-time ingathering of elect Jews into the Church at Christ’s

Parousia (Rom. 11:12, 15,25-27)

Proponents of both NCT and PC prefer to emphasize that the Church
is the fulfilment of Israel as the people of God. However, this “fulfillment”
is secondary to an even greater “fulfillment” regarding the nation
of Israel —namely, that Jesus Christ has fulfilled Israel as the True Israel. As
Christ is the true seed of Abraham and David’s greater Son, Christ fulfills
all God’s promises, including those given to Israel (2 Cor 1:20). Not only
does he recapitulate Israel’s history in his own sinless humanity but he also
perfectly succeeds where all God’s previous mediators, including Israel,
failed. Advocates of NCT and PC agree with other theologians in this regard
such as Stephen Motyer and R. T. France. The former states:

Jesus appears, not just as the Saviour of Israel in fulfilment of
prophetic expectation, but also as an embodiment of Israel as they should be.
Matthew makes this point dramatically in his opening chapters, first by applying
the Exodus verse Hosea 11:1 to Jesus (Matt. 2:15), and then by telling the
story in a way that makes Jesus re-enact Israel’s history: the Exodus from Egypt

(2:19-20), the crossing of the Red Sea (3:13-17), the temptations ... in
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the desert (4:1-11), even the arrival at Mt. Sinai to receive the law (5:1-2).
Perhaps most pointedly, it is Jesus on whom the Spirit descends (Matt. 3:16),
although the prophetic expectation was of an outpouring of the Spirit upon
Israel (Is. 44:2-3; Ezek. 36:25-27). Where Israel had failed the temptations in

the desert, Jesus now remains faithful to God.**
Similarly, R. T. France writes:

Jesus then saw himself as God’s son, undergoing prior to his great mission as
Messiah the testing which God had given to his ‘son’ Israel before the great
mission of the conquest of Canaan. Israel then had failed the test; now, in Jesus,
was found that true sonship which could pass the test, and be the instrument
of God’s purpose of blessing to the world which Old Testament Israel had
failed to accomplish. “The history of Israel is taken up by him and carried to
its fulfilment. The antitype, as always, is greater than the type. Old Testament

Israel had failed; Jesus must succeed.>

Again, France writes: “The resurrection of Christ is the resurrection of Israel
of which the prophet spoke. It is not so much that Israel was a type of Jesus,
but Jesus is Israel.”s

When one studies the NT, it is very clear that Christ Jesus understood the
message of Scripture to be about himself (e.g., John 15:1; Isa 5:2; John 5:39;
Matt 5:17; Luke 24:27, 44). Additionally, it is apparent that Christ taught
his apostles and the writers of the NT to interpret the OT in light of his
person and work. Thus, the NT repeatedly describes the Church, Christ’s
New Covenant community, with terms originally used to describe OT Israel.
Recall that the Lord at Mount Sinai declares to Israel, “Now therefore, if you
will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured
possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to
me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod 19:5-6). Now, notice
how the apostle Peter describes New Covenant believers — members of the
Church of Jesus Christ—in 1 Peter 2:4-9:

As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God
chosen and precious, you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a

spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable
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to God through Jesus Christ ... you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a
holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the

excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.

The apostle Paul similarly understands the Church to be a New Israel —
namely, “the Israel of God” (Gal 6:16). Thus, the apostles understand the
Church as the people of God, by virtue of being “in Christ,” the true Israel. In
other words, by virtue of being “in Christ,” the true Israel, the Church is by
extension the fulfilment of Israel as the people of God— a new Israel.

Although both NCT and PC teach that the Church has fulfilled Israel as
the people of God, both adamantly maintain that God has not broken any
of his promises to Israel, as is implied when either is accused of so-called
“replacement theology.” God has fulfilled all his promises in Christ Jesus (2
Cor 1:20). As a result, both NCT and PC hold that OT promises should be
understood typologically with relation to Christ. To sum up, Christ is the
true Israel, and he has ultimately replaced Israel, and it is only by virtue of
the Church’s spiritual union with him that she can be understood to be the
new or eschatological Israel.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, a great deal of common ground exists between NCT and
PC. Both groups lock arms on the absolute essentials of the Christian faith.
Furthermore, both hold to historic Protestant Christianity, to include such
things as the five solas and the doctrines of grace. Both groups believe that
there is one plan of redemption, centered in Jesus Christ (Eph 1:10; 2 Cor
1:20; Col 1:18), implemented according to God’s eternal purpose (Eph
1:11; 3:11; 2 Tim 1:9), and securing the salvation of God’s elect (Rom
8:28-32). Both groups teach that God’s one plan is unfolded via the biblical
covenants — though many within NCT do not hold to a pre-fall covenant.
Both groups hold not only to a Christological hermeneutic in which the
NT has interpretive priority, but also to the now-not yet or already-not yet
hermeneutical principle. Both NCT and PC teach that the Mosaic Law is
an indivisible unit. Both groups teach that Christians are not under the Old
Covenant. Both groups teach all believers are members of the New Covenant,
have full forgiveness of sins, are permanently indwelt by the Spirit, and are
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empowered by the Spirit to please God. Thus, NCT and PC both hold to
a Baptist ecclesiology. And finally, both groups understand the Church to
be the eschatological Israel as God’s people by virtue of her New Covenant
union with Christ— the true Israel.
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INTRODUCTION

Although there are some disputable differences between New Covenant
Theology (NCT) and Progressive Covenantalism (PC), there is vast
agreement between these two systems. In my previous article,' I addressed
the following eight areas of common ground between NCT and PC: 1)
historic Protestant Christianity; 2) one plan of God centered in Christ; 3)
God’s plan is unfolded via the biblical covenants; 4) the interpretive priority
of the New Testament (NT); S) the Mosaic Law is an indivisible unit; 6)
Christians are not under the Old Covenant; 7) all believers are members of
the New Covenant, have full forgiveness of sins, are permanently indwelt
by the Spirit, and are empowered by the Spirit to please God; and 8) the
Church is the eschatological Israel as God’s people. Again, this is not
intended to be an exhaustive list; it is merely eight areas of common ground
that I highlighted between the systems. In this article, I will highlight five
disputable differences which exist to varying degrees between PC and NCT:
1) whether or not a creation covenant existed between God and Adam; 2)
the imputation of Christ’s obedience; 3) the nature of the Law of Christ;
4) whether or not there is any instructive use of the Mosaic Law for the
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Christian; and S) differences regarding terminology and categories related
to the covenants.

A Di1scUsSION AMONG CHRISTIAN BRETHREN

As believers in Christ, we must be able to lock arms together on all
essential matters of the Christian faith, while agreeing to disagree in non-
essential or disputable matters in Christian love. We must remember that
famous statement of Rupertus Meldenius, “In essentials unity, in non-
essentials liberty, in all things charity”> When we fail to do so, we stand
in direct violation of Christ’s command to love one another as he loved us
(John 13:34; Matt 22:39). As long as we accept the essentials of orthodox
evangelical Protestantism, we should be able to agree to disagree with fellow
believers on disputable matters, which would include the non-essential
differences between NCT and PC.

This is not to say that non-essentials theological matters cannot and do
not significantly affect one’s understanding of Scripture and overall theology.
Of course, they can and certainly do in certain cases. This notwithstanding,
every Christian must zealously labor to be abundantly gracious when
interacting with Christian brethren in all matters. As Ephesians 4:1-
3 declares: “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner
worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility
and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, eager to
maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.”

Di1SPUTABLE DIFFERENCE 1: THE EXISTENCE OF A
CREATION COVENANT

The first disputable difference that exists to varying degrees between PC and
NCT is whether or not a covenant existed between God and Adam in the
beginning. Representing the PC position, Stephen Wellum writes:

As we think of the Bible’s overall metanarrative, it is best to think of God’s
one plan unfolding through a plurality of covenants, first starting with Adam
and culminating in Christ and the new covenant. The creation covenant under

Adam lays the foundation that continues in all the covenants and is fulfilled in
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Christ and his obedient work. God’s plan, then, moves from creation in Adam

to consummation in Christ (Rom. 5:12-21; 1 Cor. 15:21-22; Heb. 2:5-18).3

Wellum argues that “starting with the creation covenant is crucial for
grasping the Bible’s story for at least two reasons.” The first reason that
Wellum states is the following:

First, the creation covenant is foundational for all future covenants since all
subsequent covenants unpack Adam’s role in the world. Adam, and all humanity,
is created as God’s image-son, a priest-king to rule over creation. Adam is
created in relationship with God as he mediates God’s rule to the world; he
does not need to merit favor before God. Yet, God, as holy and just, demands
perfect obedience from his covenant partner. All subsequent covenant heads
will function as subsets of Adam, who, in God’s plan, will point forward
to Christ. Even though the amount of space devoted to Adam is small, his role
as the representative head of creation defines what comes after him, and the

entire work of Christ (Rom. 5:12-21; Heb. 2:5-18).*
Wellum continues with the second reason:

Second, the creation covenant is foundational for establishing various
typological patterns that eventually reach their telos in Christ and the new
covenant (e.g., the rest of the seventh day in Sabbath [Gen. 2:1-3; Ex. 20:8-
11] and salvation rest in Christ [Heb. 3:7-4:13]; Eden as a temple sanctuary
which is fulfilled in Christ as the new temple; and marriage which points to a
greater reality, namely, Christ’s relationship to his people [Gen. 2:24-25; Eph.
5:32]). All of these patterns will eschatologically terminate in Christ and God’s

new covenant people.®

Finally, Wellum summarizes the importance of the creation covenant for
grasping the Bible’s overall storyline:

In fact, in and through the OT covenants, God re-establishes humanity’s lost
rule in Adam by the establishment of his kingdom and saving reign (Heb. 2:5-
18). In embryonic form, the OT covenants restore what was lost in the fall, yet

always pointed forward to the coming of the Redeemer/Messiah who alone
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establishes God’s kingdom and the new creation by his life, death, resurrection,
ascension, and Pentecost by the ratification of a new covenant (Luke 22:20;

2 Cor. 3; Heb. 8-10).°

Various arguments are used by proponents of PC to support the
existence of a pre-fall covenant, known as the creation covenant similar to
Reformed theology’s covenant of works, rightly understood. First, though the
word covenant (bérith) does not appear in Genesis 1-3, it is not necessary
for the word to appear in the Genesis account in order for a covenant to
exist between God and Adam, and then Adam as head of all humans. Second,
similar to Psalm 89 with regard to 2 Samuel 7 and the Davidic Covenant,
Hosea 6:7, whose most natural reading is argued to be “like Adam they
have transgressed the covenant,” counteracts the absence of the word
covenant (bérith) in Genesis 1-3. Third, the typological comparison in
Romans 5:12-21 and 1 Corinthians 15 between the Lord Jesus Christ and
Adam are argued to strongly imply that both men were not only heads of the
human race — Adam of the old, Christ of the new—but also heads of their
own respective covenants and thus covenantal representatives before God —
Adam in the creation covenant and Christ in the new covenant. Fourth, it is
argued that the usage of the covenant formula—*“I establish my covenant
with you” (cf. Gen 6:18,9:9,11) — found repeatedly in Genesis 6 -9 implies
that God’s covenant with Noah was an amendment, reconfirmation, or
reestablishment of a previous covenant, namely a pre-fall covenant that
God forged with Adam. Fifth, many covenantal motifs — pertaining to
the priesthood, land, temple, king, even marriage— which are organically
associated with many of the later biblical covenants appear in Genesis 1-3
with relation to the Garden of Eden, as well as Adam and Eve.

In my estimation, I believe it is accurate to say that the majority within
NCT do not hold to the existence of a pre-fall covenant. For example, the
New Covenant Confession of Faith, authored by the elders of New Covenant
Bible Fellowship and associated with In-Depth Studies, the New Covenant
Ministry of Geoff Volker, makes no mention of a pre-fall covenant.” Another
example is the Redeemer Catechism, a New Covenant catechism, authored
by Jordan Quinley, also makes no mention of a pre-fall covenant.® Lastly,
two of the largest NCT ministries, Cross to Crown Ministries (formerly
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Sound of Grace) and In-Depth Studies, neither hold nor teach the existence
of a pre-fall covenant.

Various arguments are used by those proponents of NCT that do not
hold to a pre-fall covenant. First, the word covenant does not appear until
Genesis 6-9 when God forges a covenant with Noah. Second, it is argued
that the most natural reading of Hosea 6:7 is not “like Adam they have
transgressed the covenant” but either “like men they have transgressed
the covenant” or perhaps even “at Adam they have transgressed
the covenant” Third, it is argued that the typological comparison in
Romans 5:12-21 and 1 Corinthians 15 between the Lord Jesus Christ and
Adam does not necessitate the existence of a creation covenant with Adam.
Fourth, it is argued that the usage of the covenant formula—*I establish
my covenant with you” (cf. Gen 6:18, 9:9, 11) —found repeatedly in
Genesis 6-9 and elsewhere — does not always indicate that the covenant
being spoken of is an amendment, reconfirmation, or reestablishment of
a previous covenant. Thus, it is reasoned that the usage of this covenant
formula does not necessarily indicate that God’s covenant with Noah is a
renewal of a preceding covenant.

Now, as I mentioned in the previous article, there are advocates of NCT
who agree with the PC view. For example, Gary D. Long, former President
of Providence Theological Seminary, writes that “God’s eternal purpose
of redemption” is “covenantally revealed and administered through biblical
covenants beginning with a pre-Fall covenant of obedience with Adam
(Rom. 5:12-19) and a post-Fall covenant of promise (Gen. 3:15).” In short,
Long agrees, even adding a post-Fall covenant of promise. Elsewhere,
he writes: “The type anti-type teaching of Adam and Christ in Romans 5:12—
19 demands that a covenant relationship existed between God and Adam
both before and after the Fall”'® Furthermore, quite a few individuals who
were directly associated with Providence Theological Seminary — referring
to faculty and board members—held or do hold to a pre-fall covenant.
Additionally, members of Providence Theological Institute hold to it as well.
Speaking for myself as an advocate of NCT, I have been on both sides of
this argument, as I am sure many have. But, if I were to define my position
at this current time, I would say that I do hold to the existence of a pre-
fall covenant. I teach the existence of a pre-fall covenant to my ninth-grade
students at Samuel Fuller School, using Tom Schreiner’s book Covenant—
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all the while explaining that I view this issue ultimately to be a disputable
matter of the Christian faith.

So, is it possible for a brotherly, in-house discussion to take place regarding
this issue? And if agreement is unattainable, are we still able to differ with
one another in Christian love?

Di1SPUTABLE DIFFERENCE 2: THE IMPUTATION OF
CHRIST’S OBEDIENCE

The second disputable difference that exists to varying degrees between
PC and NCT pertains to the imputation of Christ’s obedience —in other
words, whether Christ’s active obedience is imputed to his people. Within
NCT, there is a sizeable contingent that understands Christ’s passive
obedience, which they define as his sacrifice on the cross, being imputed to
the believer but rejects Christ’s active obedience, which they define as his
perfect obedience to the Mosaic Law, being imputed to the believer. That
being said, I believe it would be accurate to say that it is held by a large group
within NCT though it is not the majority view. In my estimation, though I
could be wrong, it appears to me that relatively equal numbers believe that
both Christ’s active and passive obedience are imputed to his people. In this
article, I will refer to the first view as the Passive Obedience View and its
counterpart as the Total Obedience View.

The New Covenant Confession of Faith, authored by the elders of New
Covenant Bible Fellowship and associated with In-Depth Studies, articulates
the Passive Obedience View within NCT."" In Article 13 — Justification, the
confession states in the first paragraph concerning justification by faith:

God freely justifies, that is he declares righteous, all those he irresistibly calls
to himself. He does not justify anyone on the basis of their performance
(infused righteousness) but by pardoning their sins and viewing them as
perfectly forgiven and accepted, which is the definition of righteousness.
God imputes, or gives to the believer, the complete forgiveness of sins and
full acceptance by God (the righteousness of Jesus Christ). Because of his
sacrificial death on the cross which is the perfect payment for sin, righteousness
is secured for all those who believe. Justification is received by trusting in

the work of Jesus Christ alone to save us from our sins. This justifying faith
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is a gift of God and is not something that we are able to produce or attain on
our own. Romans 3:21-31, John 6:44, Romans 4:1-25, Romans 5:12-21,
Ephesians 2:4-10, Romans 10:3-4."2

The particular sentence in this section that is expanded and explained in a
subsequent paragraph entitled Imputation of Active Obedience s the following:
“Because of his sacrificial death on the cross which is the perfect payment for
sin, righteousness is secured for all those who believe.” In Section 4 of Article
13, the New Covenant Confession of Faith directly addresses the issue of the
imputation of Christ’s obedience. It states the following:

The perfect obedience of Jesus to the Mosaic Law was necessary in order for
him to be our substitute on the cross, but the perfect law-keeping of Jesus is
not imputed to our account and is not necessary for our justification. The only
work that secures our justification is the suffering and death of Jesus on the
cross by which he paid for our sins and secured for the believer a status with
God as though the law had been perfectly kept. The cross work of Jesus secured

everything necessary for our justification.”

The Confession lists such passages as Romans 5:12-19, Romans 8:3-4,
Hebrews 10:14-18, Hebrews 4:15, and 1 Peter 1:18-19 as support for
its view."* Thus, we can see that this confession teaches that Christ’s active
obedience, defined here as “the perfect obedience of Jesus to the Mosaic
Law ... is not imputed to our account;” however, Christ’s passive obedience,
defined here as “the suffering and death of Jesus on the cross,” is imputed to
the believer.

Various arguments are used by those proponents of NCT that hold
to the Passive Obedience View. First, it is argued that the phraseology
of “one act of righteousness” in Romans 5:12-19 is best understood as
being restricted to the sacrifice of Christ Jesus on the cross, his passive
obedience as defined by this view. Second, it is argued via Hebrews 10:
14-18 that Christ’s “single offering” whereby “he has perfected for all time
those who are being sanctified” is likewise best understood in this sense
as well. Third, it is argued that other passages such as Romans 8:3-4 and
1 Peter 1:18 19 are best understood as being restricted to Christ’s death on
the cross, again his passive obedience as defined by this view. Fourth, those
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proponents of NCT that hold to the Passive Obedience View also view the
imputation of the active obedience of Christ as an unnecessary “hold-over”
from Covenant Theology; this stems from their definition of Christ’s active
obedience as his perfect obedience to the Mosaic Law.

I would like to point out two observations at this point. First, although all
proponents of NCT who reject the existence of a pre-fall covenant do not
hold to the Passive Obedience View, all those who do hold to the Passive
Obedience View do not hold to the existence of a pre-fall covenant. Whether
this is readily apparent or not, it is still worth noting. Second, many people
within NCT do hold to the Total Obedience View, as opposed to the Passive
Obedience View. This is perhaps partly due to this issue’s proximity to that
of justification by faith alone —a cornerstone of Protestant Theology. This
proximity can and does understandably engender a degree of controversy
within NCT circles as well as between NCT and PC. That being said, it is
still worth noting that the preceding excerpts from the New Covenant
Confession of Faith representing the Passive Obedience View do also affirm
justification by faith alone.

As just stated, there are advocates within NCT who do hold to the Total
Obedience View. For example, Long states: “Christ merited righteousness
for the elect only and imputed it to them based upon His total obedience
to the will of the Father in His life and death (Matt. 3:1S5; Rom. 5:19).%
Elsewhere, he writes: “The imputation of Adam’s first sin to all mankind
(Rom. 5:12d, 18a-19a), the elect’s sin to Christ (2 Cor. 5:21), and Christ’s
righteousness to the elect (Rom. 5:18b-19b) are vital for the Christian faith.
Without the doctrine of imputation the whole doctrine of the substitutionary
atonement and justification by faith alone in Christ alone are undermined
(Rom. 5:12-19). 4. The type anti-type teaching of Adam and Christ in
Romans 5:12—19 demands that a covenant relationship existed between
God and Adam both before and after the Fall.”’® Long’s words highlight
the linkage by some advocates of NCT, and as we will see as well with the
PC view, of a pre-fall covenant with Romans 5:12-19, and hence with the
Total Obedience View. Additionally, I believe it would be fair to say that one
of the largest NCT ministries, Cross to Crown Ministries (formerly Sound
of Grace) also generally holds to the Total Obedience View. Speaking for
myself as an advocate of NCT, I would fall into this particular camp as well
that embraces the Total Obedience View.
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Advocates of PC likewise hold to the Total Obedience View, meaning that
the passive and active obedience of Christ are both imputed to the believer
in justification. Wellum writes:

Unfortunately, Adam disobeyed resulting in sin and death (Gen. 3; Rom. 3:23;
6:23). However, our triune God did not leave us to ourselves. Instead, God
the Father chose to redeem his people by sovereign grace by the provision
of God the Son, who by his incarnation, life, death and resurrection secured
our eternal salvation. As the incarnate Son, Jesus, as the last Adam, perfectly
obeyed for us as our covenant head (Rom. 5:12-21; Phil. 2:6-11; Heb.
5:1-10). As the divine Son, he bore the penalty of our sin and satisfied God’s
own righteous demand against us (Rom. 3:21-26). By our covenantal faith-
union in Christ, wrought by the regenerating work of God the Spirit, we stand
justified before God as his redeemed, reconciled, and adopted sons (Rom. 8;
Eph. 2:1-10). As new creations in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17), we are restored to the
purpose of our creation, namely to know, love, serve, and glorify God, now

and forevermore, in a new heavens and new earth (Rev. 21-22)."

Notice the two sentences: “As the incarnate Son, Jesus, as the last Adam,
perfectly obeyed for us as our covenant head (Rom. 5:12-21; Phil. 2:6—
11; Heb. 5:1-10). As the divine Son, he bore the penalty of our sin and
satisfied God’s own righteous demand against us (Rom. 3:21-26).”"® This
is the language of the Total Obedience View. Wellum also summarily states
elsewhere: “The creation covenant under Adam lays the foundation that
continues in all the covenants and is fulfilled in Christ and his obedient
work.”" Thus, the PC view holds to the imputation of both Christ’s active
and passive obedience.

Various arguments are used by PC as well as those proponents of NCT
that hold to the Total Obedience View. First, it is argued that Christ’s
active obedience should not be restricted to Christ’s perfect obedience to
the Mosaic Law (which of course he never broke), rather it should be
understood as his perfect obedience to the will of the Father —a far greater,
far higher standard. Second, it is argued that Christ’s passive obedience
should not be restricted to his sacrifice on the cross, as in the words of
Greg Van Court, “the active obedience has been historically defined as to
have its greatest fulfillment in the sacrifice of Christ.* Third, it is argued
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that the “one act of righteousness” in Romans 5:12-19 should not be so

restrictively interpreted as “to exclude any aspect of Christ’s obedience from

that obedience through which ‘many will be made righteous.”*' Thus, it is

possible to view the “one act of righteousness” in Romans 5:12 - 19, Christ’s
“single offering” in Hebrews 10:14—18, and other references to the sacrifice

of Christ on the cross as synecdoches, in other words, literary expressions

whereby a whole is signified via one of its component parts or vice versa. In

other words, references to Christ’s death on the cross may also referentially
include other concepts such as the atonement, his perfect humanity, and his

perfect obedience to the Father. Fourth, with regards to passages such as 2

Corinthians 5:21, as Van Court states, “There is nothing in the context of
either Corinthian passage to suggest that the righteousness imputed to the

elect is anything other than his entire righteousness. They are entirely found

in him by union with him. His entire righteousness is reckoned as theirs.”
For these various reasons, advocates of the Total Obedience View argue, “It

is best to speak of the obedience of Christ, meaning his obedience in the

totality of his incarnate life.”*

At this particular point, I want to reemphasize that this is a disputable
matter of the Christian faith, and believers should be able to freely hold
to either position and differ with one another in Christian love. Is it then
possible for a brotherly, in-house discussion to take place regarding
this issue? If agreement is unattainable, are we still able to differ with one
another in Christian love?

Di1SPUTABLE DIFFERENCE 3: THE LAW OF CHRIST

The third disputable difference that exists to varying degrees between PC and
NCT pertains to how both groups define the law of Christ (¢vvopog Xpiotov —
literally “in-lawed to Christ”) in 1 Corinthians 9:20-21. Advocates of both
groups, in my estimation, acknowledge that New Covenant believers are
not only “not under the Law” of Moses (1 Cor 9:20-21) but also are “not
without the law of God” since they are under the law of Christ. For NCT,
we believe that the law of Christ is a new law (Heb 7:12), a higher law (Matt
5:20), and a better law (Matt 5:21-48; Heb 7:19) than the Law of Moses
with its Ten Commandments, but for PC, the law of Christ includes all of
God’s moral absolute moral demand from creation to Christ, which is best

100



New Covenant Theology and Progressive Covenantalism Compared: Disputable Differences

captured by the Great Commandment, which also is basically represented
in the Decalogue, except for the Sabbath command. On this issue, there are
significant differences in how both groups define the law of Christ.

The New Covenant Confession of Faith, authored by the elders of New
Covenant Bible Fellowship and associated with In-Depth Studies, articulates
one such NCT view.? In Article 20 — the Law of God, the confession states
in the seventh section concerning the law of Christ: “This is the law that
must be obeyed in the New Covenant era. It comes to us through Jesus and
the Apostles. It is what believers are required to obey today. The content
of the Law of Christ contains both new laws and repeated laws from the
Mosaic Law. 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, Galatians 6:1 -5, Ephesians 4:25-32,
Matthew 5-7"** Thus, this confession defines the law of Christ as consisting
of not only the new laws of the NT but also certain commands from the
Mosaic Law which are repeated in the NT. In What is New Covenant Theology?,
Blake White defines the law of Christ in the following manner:

It is clear that the heart of the law of Christ is cross-shaped love, but there is
more to new covenant ethics than love. It also includes the teaching of Jesus
and his apostles. The law of Christ can be defined as those prescriptive principles
drawn from the example and teaching of Jesus and his apostles (the central demand
being love), which are meant to be worked out in specific situations by the guiding

influence and empowerment of the Holy Spirit.*

The Redeemer Catechism, authored by Jordan Quinley, echoes Blake
White’s definition of the law of Christ:

The law of Christ includes the example and commands of Jesus himself and
the way of life set forth in all the New Testament. Yet the law of Christ may
be summed up in Christ’s new commandment, that we love one another as he
has loved us. Therefore, our new life in Christ should exhibit Christlikeness.
(John 13:14-15, 34-35; 14:21-23; 2 Thess. 3:4; Rom. 15:2-3; 1 John 2:3-6;
3:23; 4:17; 2 John 5-6; Eph. 5:2).%
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Gary Long also provides an explanation on the law of Christ:

The law of Christ is not to be equated with the Decalogue. Although the law
of Christ, the law of the NC [new covenant] people of God, is related to the
Decalogue in that it incorporates nine of the Ten Commandments. The law of
Christ is a better law than the law of Moses (Matt. 5:21-48; Heb. 7:19) in the
sense that (1) it is a higher revelation of the righteousness of God (Matt. 5:20);
(2) it is based upon a higher standard of love (Matt. 5:44); and (3) Christ’s
inauguration of the New Covenant brings in things that are qualitatively “newer,”
expressed in developing the theological significance of such basic concepts as

new wineskins, new teaching, new commandment, new creation, new man,

new name, new song, New Jerusalem and all things new (Rev. 21:5).7

Each of these aforementioned definitions of the law of Christ contains
aspects with which I heartily agree. As a result, being an advocate of NCT, I
would suggest the following definition for the law of Christ which attempts to
harmonize each together:

The Law of Christ is the gracious law of the New Covenant (Rom. 6:14), which
is covenantally binding upon the Church (1 Cor. 9:20-21) and consists of the
law of love (Gal. 6:2; Jas. 2:8; Rom. 13:8-10), the example of the Lord Jesus
Christ (John 13:34; Phil. 2:4-12), Christ’s commands and teachings (Matt.
28:20; 2 Pet. 3:2), the commands and teachings of the New Testament Scriptures
(2 Pet. 3:2; Eph. 2:20; Jude 1:17; 1 John 5:3), and all Scripture interpreted in
light of Jesus Christ (Matt. 5:17 - 18; Luke 24:27,44; 2 Tim. 3:16-17).

I believe it would be fair to say that PC has a broader, more general
definition of the law of Christ than does NCT, a view that is closer to classic
Reformed theology. Consider the following explanation by Stephen Wellum
concerning the law of Christ:

The entirety of Scripture, including the OT, is to be applied to Christians today,
but in and through its fulfillment in Christ and the new covenant (2 Tim.
3:15-17). We do not embrace the hermeneutical options of either all of the OT
applies to us unless explicitly abrogated (covenant theology), or none of the

OT applies to us unless explicitly repeated (dispensational theology). Instead,
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as Christians under the new covenant, we are not directly under the previous
covenants as covenants, yet we apply the entire OT to us as Scripture and in
light of its fulfillment in Christ. For us, the “law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2) is the
entirety of God’s Word applied to us in and through the new covenant, while
also carefully applying the Bible’s creation, fall, redemption, new creation

structures to us.?
Let me repeat the final two sentences of Wellum’s statement for emphasis:

Instead, as Christians under the new covenant, we are not directly under the
previous covenants as covenants, yet we apply the entire OT to us as Scripture
and in light of its fulfillment in Christ. For us, the “law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2)
is the entirety of God’s Word applied to us in and through the new covenant,
while also carefully applying the Bible’s creation, fall, redemption, new creation

structures to us.”

In other words, advocates of PC understand the law of Christ to be all
of Scripture applied to us in and through the Lord Jesus Christ and the
New Covenant. This definition resonates with me as I, in a similar fashion,
understand the law of Christ to include all Scripture interpreted in light of
Jesus Christ. In my estimation, I do believe there are advocates of NCT who
would likewise agree with the PC definition of the law of Christ. Although to
be fair, such an understanding of the law of Christ, is much less emphasized in
NCT circles than in PC as the aforementioned definitions appear to indicate.

So, is it possible for a brotherly, in-house discussion to take place regarding
this issue? If agreement is unattainable, are we still able to differ with one

another in Christian love?
Di1SPUTABLE DIFFERENCE 4: INSTRUCTIVE USE OF THE MOSAIC LAw

The fourth disputable difference that exists to varying degrees between PC
and NCT concerns whether there is any instructive use of the Mosaic Law
in the life of a New Covenant believer. As note in my other article given
in this issue of SBJT, advocates of both NCT and PC believe and teach
Christians are not under the Old Covenant in terms of covenantal obligation.
Also, both groups teach that all Scripture, including the OT, is authoritative
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for the New Covenant believer. Both affirm the clear teaching of 2 Timothy
3:16-17: “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for
doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: that
the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works.”

Thus, both groups heartily teach that the OT (i.e., the Law and the Prophets)
and the NT together comprise the wholly inspired, wholly infallible, and
wholly inerrant Word of God. Furthermore, these Scriptures constitute
the sole authority for faith and practice in the life of a believer. To reiterate,
Christians are neither members of the Old Covenant nor under its direct
authority as a covenant. However, Christians are still under the authority of
the OT (cf. 2 Tim. 3:16 - 17) as Scripture. John Reisinger notes: “Christians,
while being free from the Mosaic law (the Old Covenant), are not free
from the Old Testament. Failure to maintain this distinction will result in
confusion and can lead either to legalism or to antinomianism.”*’ Elsewhere,
he states that “the New Covenant has replaced the Old Covenant in totality,
but it has not replaced the God-breathed Old Testament Scriptures.”

The disputable difference is how both groups practically implement the
OT as relates to their authority in the life of the New Covenant believer. A
focal point for this particular disputable difference is highlighted in how
proponents of each system interpret Matthew 5:17-18: “Think not that
I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not come to destroy,
but to fulfill. For verily I say unto you, till heaven and earth pass, one jot or
one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled” I believe it
would be fair to say that many advocates of NCT apply the OT primarily
in terms of instructing believers in such areas as redemptive history and
theological doctrine, butless in terms of moral or ethical instruction. Some in
NCT understand Matthew 5:17-18 to indicate that Jesus in his person and
work has fulfilled the OT (which he certainly has), and thus, all the OT laws
have been abrogated and cancelled as a result of his cross-work. Thus, only
those OT commands which are explicitly repeated in the NT are ethically
binding upon the New Covenant believer. As stated above, Article 20 of the
New Covenant Confession of Faith states the following concerning the law
of Christ: “This is the law that must be obeyed in the New Covenant era. It
comes to us through Jesus and the Apostles. It is what believers are required
to obey today. The content of the Law of Christ contains both new laws and
repeated laws from the Mosaic Law.** Speaking for myself as an advocate
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of NCT, I would respectfully differ from this position. I do so, as I believe
it is important to understand an essential component of the law of Christ
to be all Scripture interpreted in light of Jesus Christ (Matt. 5:17-18;
Luke 24:27,44; 2 Tim. 3:16-17). Thus, although New Covenant believers
are not under the Mosaic Law as covenant law, we can still glean ethical or
moral instruction from the OT, even the Mosaic Law— provided that we
understand it in light of its fulfillment in Christ and the New Covenant.

PC teaches that the entire OT, including the Mosaic Law, applies
to Christians today through the lens of the Lord Jesus Christ and the
New Covenant. Representing the PC view on this issue, Wellum writes:

The entirety of Scripture, including the OT, is to be applied to Christians today,
but in and through its fulfillment in Christ and the new covenant (2 Tim.
3:15-17). We do not embrace the hermeneutical options of either all of the OT
applies to us unless explicitly abrogated (covenant theology), or none of the
OT applies to us unless explicitly repeated (dispensational theology). Instead,
as Christians under the new covenant, we are not directly under the previous
covenants as covenants, yet we apply the entire OT to us as Scripture and in
light of its fulfillment in Christ. For us, the “law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2) is the
entirety of God’s Word applied to us in and through the new covenant, while
also carefully applying the Bible’s creation, fall, redemption, new creation

structures to us.?

Later, he states: “The old covenant is best viewed as a unit which has now
reached its fulfillment in Christ and the new covenant. As Christians, we
are no longer under the old covenant as a covenant (Rom. 6:14-15; 1 Cor.
9:20-21; Gal. 4:4-5; 5:13-18).”* Wellum’s teaching on the Sabbath is
particularly instructive of the PC view on the application of the OT to the

New Covenant believer:

Regarding the Sabbath, like the Decalogue, we obey the Sabbath command in
light of its fulfillment in Christ (Heb. 3:7-4:11). We do so by first setting the
Sabbath command within its covenantal location (old covenant). This allows us
to see how it functioned as a command/sign to Israel (which no longer applies
to us), but also how it typologically pointed forward to a greater salvation rest

that is now here in Christ (which does apply to us). In this way, Christians
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“obey” the Sabbath by entering into the rest that it typified and predicted,

namely salvation rest in Christ.

Wellum further describes this position regarding the authority and
applicability of the OT to the New Covenant believer in his work
Progressive Covenantalism:

Although Christians are not “under the law” as a covenant, it still functions for
us as Scripture. As with any biblical text, however, before we directly apply to
our lives, we must first place it in its covenantal location; and then second, we
must think through how that text points forward, anticipates, and is fulfilled
in Christ. Only by doing this can we correctly apply any biblical text to our lives
as Christians. In fact, apart from following this hermeneutical process, we will

incorrectly apply Scripture.®

He continues by discussing the applicability of the Levitical sacrificial
system to the Christian:

For example, if we ask, does the Levitical sacrificial instruction apply to
us today?, the answer is no, if we mean as God’s covenant instruction to Israel.
We, as Christians, live after Christ, who by his glorious work has brought the
OT sacrifices to their telos (Hebrews 5-10). Yet Leviticus as Scripture does
apply to us in diverse ways — as prophecy, instruction, and wisdom — but now
only in light of Christ. What is true of Leviticus is also true of the law covenant
(e.g., circumcision, food laws, civil laws, and Decalogue). No part of the law is
applied to us without first placing it in its covenantal location (immediate and
epochal context), and then asking how the entire covenant is fulfilled in Christ

(canonical context).?’

Clearly, there is a disputable difference that exists to varying degrees
between PC and NCT concerning whether there is any instructive use
of the Mosaic Law in the life of a New Covenant believer. Again, I believe
it is fair to say that many advocates of NCT apply the OT primarily in
terms of instructing believers in such areas as redemptive history and
theological doctrine, but less in terms of moral or ethical instruction. PC differs
with this understanding, teaching that the OT, including the Mosaic Law,
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applies to Christians today in and through the lens of the Lord Jesus Christ
and the New Covenant.

So, is it possible for a brotherly, in-house discussion to take place regarding
this issue? If agreement is unattainable, are we still able to differ with one
another in Christian love?

DiSPUTABLE DIFFERENCE 5: COVENANT CATEGORIES
AND TERMINOLOGY

The fifth disputable difference that exists to varying degrees between PC and
NCT concerns differences regarding terminology and categories related
to the covenants. Wellum encapsulates this particular difference from the
position of PC:

In contrast to covenant theology, we do not divide the covenants in redemptive
history into the two categories of “the covenant of works” (Law) and “the
covenant of grace” (Grace/Gospel). Although “Law” and “Gospel” are helpful
theological categories, which we affirm in regard to their theological content,
Scripture does not divide up the biblical covenants this way. By “Law,” we
affirm that God’s will and nature is the law and that God makes an absolute
demand on his creatures; by “Gospel,” we affirm that God, by sovereign grace,
takes the initiative to redeem a people for himself and that he must achieve our
redemption from beginning to end, but we do not think that each covenant
can be simply divided under one of these two categories to the exclusion of
the other.>®

Wellum also comments on strictly categorizing covenants as either
conditional or unconditional:

So, instead of categorizing each covenant as either unconditional or conditional,
it is best to see a combination in each covenant, culminating in Christ and the
new covenant. By unconditional, we mean that God takes the initiative by
grace to act and redeem, which is true in every covenant. By conditional, we
mean that God demands complete loyalty and love from his covenant people,
and thus perfect obedience, yet, sadly, we do not render it. This sad fact is

important to remember since a crucial way the Bible’s story progresses is
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that each covenant progressively reveals and anticipates the coming of the
perfect covenant-keeper, our Lord Jesus Christ, who acts on our behalf and

secures our eternal redemption by his entire life, death, and resurrection.®

Advocates of PC argue that though these categories are helpful, they should
not be strictly applied, as the biblical covenants do not fit neatly into one
category or the other. Rather, they overlap multiple covenantal categories.
This criticism would also likely extend to the strict usage of such terms as
royal grant vs. suzerain-vassal treaty and gracious vs. not gracious.

In my opinion, this criticism is generally fair, as there is a tendency to a
stricter categorization of the covenants among some advocates of NCT.
For example, the New Covenant Confession of Faith states the following
concerning the Old Covenant in Article 9 — Section 3:

The Old Covenant is also called the Mosaic Covenant or the First Covenant.
This was a legal agreement between God and the nation of Israel that was
given to Moses on Mount Sinai. This covenant was not a gracious covenant.
Although the Lord had a gracious purpose in giving this covenant, the covenant
itself was a legal covenant that demanded perfect obedience. The failure to
obey would result in the curse of God. This covenant was used to prepare the
way for the Messiah. Israel, as a whole, was not a believing people. The Old
Covenant caused the Israelites to sin all the more. It was never the means
of anyone’s salvation. The Old Covenant functions as a physical picture of
many spiritual truths that can be used to teach believers today. The Ten
Commandments are the essence of the Mosaic Law or Mosaic Covenant. The

pouring out of the Spirit at Pentecost brought to a close the Old Covenant era.*

In my estimation, advocates of PC would differ with the phraseology, “This
covenant was not a gracious covenant,” arguing that it emphasizes the
conditional aspects of the covenant to the detriment of the unconditional
aspects of the covenant. Consider also the New Covenant Confession of
Faith’s statement regarding the Davidic Covenant in Article 9 — Section 4:

The Davidic Covenant is an unconditional covenant made between God and

David through which God promises David and Israel that the Messiah would
come from the lineage of David and the tribe of Judah and would establish a
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kingdom that would endure forever. The Davidic Covenant is unconditional
because God does not place any conditions of obedience upon its fulfillment.
The fulfillment of the promises made rests solely on God’s faithfulness and does
not depend at all on David or Israel’s obedience. The physical fulfillment of the
promise to David came through his son Solomon as he reigned upon the throne
and was responsible for the building of the physical Temple. Both the Temple
and Solomon’s reign were temporary however and only served as a picture of

the true fulfillment of the Covenant which is the coming Messiah, Jesus Christ.*

In my estimation, advocates of PC would differ with the phraseology,
“The Davidic Covenant is unconditional because God does not place any
conditions of obedience upon its fulfillment,” arguing that it emphasizes the
unconditional aspects of the covenant to the detriment of the conditional
aspects of the covenant. It is certainly true that the failure of David’s heirs
would not bring about the abrogation of the covenant; that being said,
God did promise to discipline kings who disobeyed God and continued
in said disobedience. Admittedly, I myself have been at times too strict in
my categorization of covenants with the conditional vs. unconditional, law vs.
gospel, and royal grant vs. suzerain-vassal treaty. The approach of PC regarding
classification and categorization of the biblical covenants resonates with me
personally, because we must all strive to let the Bible speak for itself and
resultantly conform our theological understanding to its teaching.
So, is it possible for a brotherly, in-house discussion to take place regarding
this issue? If agreement is unattainable, are we still able to differ with one
another in Christian love?

CONCLUSION

In this article, I have highlighted five differences which exist to varying
degrees between PC and NCT: 1) whether or not a creation covenant existed
between God and Adam; 2) the imputation of Christ’s obedience; 3) the
nature of the Law of Christ; 4) whether or not there is any instructive use of
the Mosaic Law for the Christian; and 5) differences regarding terminology
and categories related to the covenants. Despite these disputable differences
between NCT and PC, there is much agreement between these two systems.
In my other article in this issue of SBJT, I addressed the following eight areas
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of common ground between NCT and PC, and I want to conclude by again
listing these areas of common ground: 1) historic Protestant Christianity;
2) one plan of God centered in Christ; 3) God’s plan is unfolded via the
biblical covenants; 4) the interpretive priority of the NT; 5) the Mosaic Law
is a indivisible unit; 6) Christians are not under the Old Covenant; 7) all
believers are members of the New Covenant, have full forgiveness of sins,
are permanently indwelt by the Spirit, and are empowered by the Spirit to
please God; and 8) the Church is the eschatological Israel as God’s people.
“In essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty, in all things charity”+
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INTRODUCTION

One of the most significant themes in Scripture is God’s dwelling among his
people. As it unfolds in the biblical storyline, there is a natural gravitation
toward the subject of a temple. Thus, the emergence of a “temple theology”
motif. This is largely why the subject still receives so much attention in both
higher critical and evangelical scholarship today. Literature abounds with
volumes produced on the importance of temples in ancient backgrounds,'
the history of Israel,” and biblical theology.’ Yet one idea underlying all the
different angles of temple research is the uniform concept of God’s presence
in heaven somehow manifesting a localized, theophanic residence on the
earth. This supernatural convergence between heaven and earth unfolds
throughout the Old Testament (OT), beginning with the Garden of Eden.
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It then develops further through the function of a tent-tabernacle after the
exodus, and later transitions to an actual temple, whether it be Solomon’s,
the one built by the post-exilic Israelites, or the one erected by Herod. From
here, temple praxis is eventually directed at the person of Christ himself,
subsequently fleshed out through the reality of the church as God’s people,
and ultimately culminates in the renewal of the earth as a “temple” of heaven
itself in the eternal state.

However, one question that continues to cause notable debate in
evangelical scholarship is the theological viability of a future literal temple.
So much so that we want to engage how this inquiry should be approached
in light of how New Testament (NT) writers interpret temple ideas
through the prism of the finished work of Christ. To do so, we will 1)
summarize the concept of a temple in categories defined by the OT and the
Mosaic economy; 2) highlight how temple realities are interpreted through
New Covenant and Christological categories; 3) note various points in
history where attempts to re-establish a literal temple have been attempted;
4) mention some proposals that evangelical dispensational interpreters
advocate regarding the necessity of a future temple; S) and finally mention
several concerns that have not been sufficiently answered by those who
advocate such a view.

CLARIFYING OT TEMPLE LANGUAGE

The underlying etymology of the English word temple derives from the Latin
term templum and the preceding Greek word temenos. Temenos was typically
used to describe a piece of land designated for some assigned purpose,
whether to be used by kings or dedicated to a special event or deity.* Likewise,
the Latin templum was used in the context of signs that were perceived to be
pointing to good or bad events that were to come. They could be designated
places in the sky or specified geographical locations. Objects like shrines
or sacred structures could also be labeled as templum.> Furthermore, the
term was used in various contexts to describe consecrated spaces, including
buildings and other structures where high officials or deities may convene.®
So, there was almost always an inherently religious tone to the word.
Relatedly, it is common knowledge that the concept of a localized sacred
structure far precedes Greco-Roman culture. In antiquity, temples were a
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kind of tangible merging between the heavens (or skies), the earth (or the
physical realm), and other worlds (heaven, the underworld, afterlife, etc.).”
Whether it be Babylonian, Egyptian, Assyrian, or any other kingdom that
was a contemporary of Israel in the ancient Near East (ANE), temples were
perceived as designated throne rooms for designated deities.®

Echoes of this imagery emerge in Genesis 1 -2 where two complementary
accounts describe the Lord creating the heavens and the earth so he could
manifest his presence among two earthly human ambassadors, Adam
and Eve. The key feature is the special place that they were given. They
were blessed with provisions, delegated with authority over creation, and
privileged to spread God’s image throughout the whole earth. Their calling
was to reflect God’s heavenly character and power in the earthly realm. We
also see that the Lord created a specific garden in Eden located somewhere
in the “East.” He made it lush with vegetation, full of animal life, and supplied
with water from a river that ran through the garden and branched off into
four others. Eden was overflowing with beauty and blessing— it was almost
like heaven on earth.’

Eden was also somewhat distinct from the rest of the earth for
several reasons. It had two trees that had no rival throughout the rest of
the earth, those being the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and a tree
of life. It was also where the Lord communed with Adam and Eve. We see
examples of this when God brought Eve to Adam to be his wife, as well
as when he came to confront them in their sin. And unfortunately, it was
ground zero for humanity’s judgment because Adam and Eve were evicted
from Eden, forbidden to return.

Before this tragedy, though, Eden served as the first address shared
by the God of heaven and the first two earthly inhabitants. This is why
the prophet Ezekiel, for instance, later calls Eden “the garden of God”
(Ezek 28:13) and likens it to God’s “mountain” (Ezek 28:14).' It was where
heaven and earth met, and yet ironically parted ways. What’s more, its
features were not forgotten because centuries later, the apostle John speaks
about heaven coming to the earth (Rev 21-22). He alludes to Eden-like
traits of a flowing river from God’s throne (Rev 22:1), the tree of life being
available to the nations (Rev 22:2), the curse of sin no longer having any
sway (Rev 22:3), and creation no longer depending on the sun or moon as
before because heaven’s new address will be the whole earth (Rev 22:5).!
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Therefore, just as Eden was lost, it is regained once more, even surpassed.
But the question is: how?

1. God’s Presence on a Mountain

After sinful humanity went into exile by forfeiting the divine presence in
Eden, the Lord began taking measures so his heavenly domain could unite
with the earth once again. Unfortunately, sometimes such a goal includes
judgment. The Lord was compelled in one instance to bring a cataclysmic
flood on Noah’s day. On another occasion, he destroyed the cities of Sodom
and Gomorrah because their wickedness had become so decadent. In
another instance, we see the Lord confounding the languages of the people
at the Tower of Babel event because they attempted to regain his presence
on their own terms. Instead of obtaining divine communion by their own
power, they were forced to do what Adam and Eve were commissioned to
do before they sinned, namely spread throughout the whole earth.

Now, in contrast to the Lord’s presence resisting the ongoing evil
of humanity, there are many other moments where God expresses his desire
to reconcile with his creation. He constantly communicates with believers
such as Noah and the great Patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He spoke
through directinterchanges, dreams, visions, angels, and prophetic utterances.
And in response to his interaction with these men, we often see these leaders
building altars to praise the Lord because of his various provisions. Such
acts not only served as a means of approaching him in worship. They were
liturgical landmarks that represented the Lord’s presence because he had
accepted the sacrifices that were made on such altars.”” So, even though
Eden had been lost, the Lord’s presence could still be experienced on his
terms of sacrifice and faith. Similarly, the restoration of the divine presence
began to be teased out in covenantal agreements. We begin to see this in the
one he made with Abraham. The Lord began to reveal how he would restore
the nations of the human race by channeling blessings through one future
nation (Israel) of which Abraham would be the father.

It is at this point that God’s Eden-like presence takes a significant turn. The
people of Israel eventually found themselves in Egypt in the twilight years
of Jacob’s lifetime because of his son Joseph’s provisionary care. But after
that generation of Hebrews left the scene and their population grew, God’s
people were later enslaved by an evil Egyptian Pharaoh. This set the stage
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for the Lord to remember his promises to Abraham about a specific land
for his promised people, commissioning Moses to lead Israel in the great
deliverance of the Exodus. By the time this major event had run its course,
the Egyptian deities and authorities had been trounced, the Egyptians
were humiliated, their leaders destroyed, and Israel left triumphantly on
their way to Canaan. Following Egypt’s defeat, the Lord used a cloud in the
day and a pillar of fire at night to navigate the Hebrew people through the
Sinai terrain (Exod 13:21-22). So, in a sense, he was beginning to manifest
his presence for Moses and all Israel to see.

As they made their way across the Sinai plains, it was here that the Lord
made a covenant with Israel, which included an agreement that his presence
would be in their midst. However, God’s manifestation on Mt. Sinai revealed
that his presence would be experienced in an entirely different way from
that of Eden. Adam and Eve had communed with the Lord in the garden
as innocent creatures in a right covenantal standing. Now Israel stood on
the horizon of receiving a new agreement. The Lord was going to reinstate
his presence among a remnant of fallen humanity. Such a hope emerges
early on when the Lord declares, “I will take you as my people, and I will be
your God” (e.g.,, Exod 6:6-7; 19:5). He would tangibly and locally abide
in Israel’s midst, as opposed to any other nation.

Still, before this promise was fulfilled, Israel received a preview of
the sheer power of the Lord’s presence. The people were instructed
to prepare themselves ceremonially and not approach the mountain
without permission. If any person or animal came too close, they would
be killed (Exod 19:10-15). The Lord promised that within three days, he
would “come down” on the mountain. Tall mountains were often considered
the homes of divine beings since it was seldom that anyone could
climb them." But in this case, Israel had justification to be in awe. God was
coming down the mountain. And on that day, the Lord did not come in the

“cool of the day” as he did in Genesis 3. The mountain was hidden by smoke
and fire as if a giant thunderstorm had taken over its peak. What sounded
like a trumpet bellowed, with the mountain shaking violently because of the
noise of the divine storm.

One can, no doubt, see a key shift in the story of God’s presence. In the early
parts of Genesis, the divine presence was peaceful, glorious, and tranquil.
Here it is ominous, overwhelming, even dangerous. The problem is that
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while God’s presence in Eden was something his people (Adam and Eve)
could share, now it was something to be guarded so his people (Israel)
would not be destroyed. So much so that when the Lord later instructed
Moses to let Aaron come up with him, he warned that if the leaders or
people came up uninvited, he would “break forth upon them” (Exod 19:24).
If Israel followed the Lord’s commands, the beauty of the divine presence
could still be seen. We read examples of this when Moses, Aaron, his two
sons Nadab and Abihu, and seventy elders of the nation communed with
the Lord on the mountain. They shared a meal on the ground, glistening
as though it were made of clear sapphire (Exod 24:9-11). Later when
Moses had to revisit Sinai, he returned down to the people with his face
shining because it reflected the luminous glory of God (Exod 34:29-34).
The dilemma, however, was that Sinai was not Israel’s final destination. They
were being led to the southern region of Canaan to receive the Abrahamic
promise of the land. Thus, the pressing concern was this; how could the
people behold the glory of the Lord while at the same time being protected
from its brilliance and overwhelming purity? Answer: the divine presence
would have to become mobile.

2. God’s Presence in a Tent

Since Sinai was just a stop along the way to the land of promise, the Lord
gave Moses instructions to build a portable structure where his divine
presence could rest as the people continued their journey (Exod 25-31).
The same God who had banished the first couple from Eden and almost
dismantled Sinai with thunder and fire was now going to condescend to a
tent, literally in the midst of the people. The English word describing this
tent with which Bible readers are most familiar is the term “tabernacle,”
which means “dwelling place” God, whose address is the heavenly realm,
once again takes up an earthly dwelling place.'* He stands above the heavens
with the earth as a footstool, while at the same time having a place where he
can commune directly with Israel. The tabernacle also is referred to as the
“sanctuary,” meaning that this tent is sacred ground, and in other instances,
it is described as a “tent of meeting.” Here, the stress is on the fact that the
tabernacle (the place where God dwells) or sanctuary (the sacred place) is
where the Lord can convene with his people, whether it is Moses, the later
anointed Aaronic priests, or certain other individuals."
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Israel stayed at Sinai while in the process of receiving the divine floorplan
for this tabernacle and subsequently building it (Exod 19:1; Num 10:11).
Upon completion, Exodus concludes with a dramatic ceremony where
the Lord’s consuming glory descended into it. When it was time to move, it
would rise back into a cloud. This ritual of the Lord camping with the people
continued from Sinai to Canaan. As a matter of fact, the tabernacle was still
in existence when King Solomon began to build the temple although its
central piece of furniture, the ark of the covenant, had been removed years
earlier during the ministry of Eli as the High Priest.

As we mentioned previously, many ancients thought highly of mountains
and gardens. Mountains were revered because they were largely unexplored,
being seen as places that only deities could inhabit. Likewise, gardens
were the envy of many due to their luxurious climates and wealth
of agrarian resources. These scenes were now going to be merged in
this tabernacle-tent. It would reflect — even storehouse — the awesomeness
of the heavenly glory which was witnessed on Sinai as well as Eden itself.
This was accomplished by assigning a certain location for the tabernacle as
well as pieces of furniture that were to be placed in and around it. Regarding
the former concern, the tabernacle was to be erected with the twelve tribes
(except for the Levites since they were the priestly tribe) in specific spots
around the tent. The reason was so God’s presence was directly in the
middle of the nation as a whole. The rectangular compound surrounding the
tent entailed a high fence that only had one gate at the eastern wall. This
restricted people to enter only from that direction, which reflects the similar
eastern entrance to Eden (Gen 3:24).1

Along with each piece of furniture —which alluded to heavenly realities —
the tent itself conveyed Edenic overtones. It was divided into two partitions:
the first room into which the priests entered was the holy place, and then
beyond a collection of curtains (a veil) was a second room called the holy
of holies. God sat here, and unlike pagan kings, no earthly entourage was
allowed in his presence. In the holy place where the priests served stood
a lampstand made of gold with seven candles (six branches). It provided
light within the tent’s quarters and it was located just outside the room of
divine presence, thereby somewhat replicating the function of the tree oflife
in Eden."”
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The most important piece of furniture in the tabernacle was the famous
ark of the covenant, located within the holy of holies. Inside this acacia
wood box, which was overlaid inside and out with gold, stored key heirlooms
of God’s provisions for Israel during their journey to Canaan, including the
stone tablets of the law that Moses later put there at Horeb, a jar of manna
(the heavenly bread that the Lord had given to Israel in the wilderness),
and Aaron’s staff that actually blossomed (a sign that the Lord had
chosen Aaron’s tribe to be the priests). On top of the box was the sacred table
of atonement, or mercy seat, which was guarded by two installed images of
cherubim whose wings covered this sacred place of divine presence. The
angelic guards who watched over Eden’s paradise after humanity fell now
guarded the Lord’s heavenly presence among the Israelites.

Finally, there were numerous purposes for this tabernacle’s existence,
but we only want to emphasize how it maintains continuity with the
divine presence theme in the biblical story. Originally, heaven converged
with earth at its inception when humanity was placed in Eden. When that
union ruptured, the Lord eventually re-established a new earthly presence
among a remnant nation of Adam’s children, through whom he would use to
heal other nations. It commenced at Sinai, where God made a covenant with
his people. Following this agreement, Israel moved forward with the Lord’s
presence by their side. Sacred space was now mobile. A simulation of
Eden (and for that matter, heaven) was now moving with the people to
the new land of promise. The Lord’s presence returned to his people, but
this time in a world wrought with sin. Therefore, the tabernacle also
reminded God’s people that while he could approach them, they could not
approach him. This is why a means of atonement was provided, along with
the tent of meeting, so the people’s sins could be forgiven and they could be
cleansed from the everyday pollution of the fallen world."® Just as the Lord
covered Adam and Eve’s sinfulness in the garden, now he gave Israel a means
of covering their sin in the sacred tent.

3. God’s Presence in the Temple

The tabernacle was the place where God’s presence rested from the time
of the Canaan conquest to the establishment of the monarchy. It was first
installed at Bethel (“House of God”) after Israel entered the Promised Land.
This was a region originally identified by Jacob (Israel) as God’s house after

119



THE SOUTHERN BAPTIST JOURNAL of THEOLOGY 29.3 (2025)

he saw a vision of angels traversing upon staircases (or a ladder) between
heaven and earth."”” Then later the tent was moved to Shiloh and remained
there until the time of Eli the high priest.

During this time, one misconception that the Israelites came to embrace
was that the ark of the covenant guaranteed divine blessing. They thought
that if they took it into battle, it would automatically ensure a victory.
Tragically, this was not the case because the ark was eventually taken after
a battle with the rivaling Philistines. However, just as the Israelites tried to
presume upon God’s presence and blessing, the Philistines made the mistake
of thinking they could control it. What they discovered was that, unlike
other pagan ancient near eastern deities, the Lord of Israel had homefield
advantage no matter where the ark was placed. So, after experiencing a
horrendous series of events, the Philistines surrendered the ark and it was
stored in Kiriath-jearim.

Years later, after David finally became the second king of Israel, the ark was
brought to the newly established city of Jerusalem.”® David placed it in a tent
and later planned to build a temple so the Lord’s presence could be treated
as true royalty, having its own palace in which to dwell. However, David was
forbidden to fulfill that task. Instead, his son Solomon completed the project
of building the temple after he became king. When it was finished, the three
motifs of God’s presence — garden, mountain, and tent— came together in
this new structure. The temple was surrounded by garden-like decorum; it
was built on Mount Zion, itself in Jerusalem; and the tabernacle-tent was
placed in the center of the temple building.

The temple highlighted assorted features of God’s character. Each of
the temple’s features was intended to point to the Lord’s majesty, sacredness,
and power because architecture is essentially artwork in which we live. Just
as art is often a visual expression of an idea in creative form, buildings and/
or homes typically reflect the personality and status of its residents.”’

By anchoring the tabernacle in the Promised Land, it exalted
the Lord’s faithfulness. Previously, the tabernacle was the sign that the Lord
was going to keep his promises to Israel because he was moving along with
them from Egypt to Canaan. Now the temple acted as a means of closure. It
was fixed on Mount Zion in the capital city. It represented security, stability,
and safety because the Lord lived among the people at a permanent address.
Because the temple was where the Lord dwelt, it was the place where
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heavenly decisions were made — not just for Israel’s fate but the surrounding
nations as well (cf,, Ps 29:10; 99:1-5; Amos 1:1-15). Zion was the center
of world—not literally in some geographical sense—but theologically
because everything was under the Lord’s authority. The Lord’s Oval Office
was now the temple.

It would be remiss, however, to stop with the observation that the temple
reflected God’s character and authority. It also mirrored his heavenly habitat.
The temple was built to provide a visual aid illustrating the otherworldly
nature of heaven. But the only way an earthly structure could achieve such
a goal was if it replicated previous encounters between heaven and earth.
This is why much of the temple was overlaid in gold, riddled with carvings
of trees and flowers, and filled with cypress and olive wood. It was a cubicle
version of a garden. At the same time, it maintained continuity with the
tabernacle because its inner chambers were placed in the temple. And to
top it off, the temple again was established on Mount Zion, which made it
just as sacred as Sinai, where the Lord originally married himself to Israel. It
also pictured God’s rule over creation by instilling two enormous cherubim
standing side-by-side with their wings touching each other. The image
conveyed was that of a kind of seat where the Lord sat over creation, with
the ark being his footstool.?> The temple was a kind of microcosm of heaven
within the Promised Land among the earthly people of Israel.

Now while it is easy to see why the temple was central to Israel’s
understanding of the Lord and their identity as his people, the nation
unfortunately applied their previous distortion of the ark of the covenant
to the temple. They believed that the mere possession of the building
ensured God’s blessings. Yet the temple (just like Eden, Sinai, and
the tabernacle) only harbored special status when the Lord chose to reside
in it. His presence was contingent upon obedience to the covenantal
obligations that were documented in the Law. Israel was to abide by this
divinely received constitution in order to be in a right standing before
the Lord. If the Law was violated without pending repentance or atonement,
it listed various curses that could fall upon the people, with exile being the
pinnacle of judgments. This ended up being the exact fate of Israel in 587 BC.
The Babylonian armies invaded Jerusalem, destroyed Solomon’s temple,
and uprooted many of the Jews to take them back to Babylon as captives.
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Banishment from the Promised Land was indicative of a dire reality— God’s
presence had departed from the temple.

Still, we cannot stop there because God does not. The promise of judgment
was never the final word. He did not abandon his people. The Lord extended
the promise of blessing and restoration. We see this good news arriving after
the demise of the Babylonian empire and the rise of the Persians. King Cyrus
the Great permitted the Israelites to return to their homeland. After three
major phases of exiles returning to the Promised Land, the Israelites were
able to rebuild their lives, which included restoring another temple. This was
a display of God’s faithfulness to Israel, no doubt, because he promised that
the glory of this new temple could supersede that of Solomon’s (Hag 2:4-9).

For a while, this renewed focus on the temple panned out well. Many
of the earlier prophets, like Isaiah and Jeremiah, as well as the current
prophets including Ezekiel, Daniel, and Zechariah, all spoke about how
the restoration of the temple would bring healing to Israel and the nations.
But as history records, the Jewish people once again began to violate
their covenantal obligations. This resulted in constant conflicts with
surrounding nations, which ended in the desecration of the temple during
the Maccabean period.

Subsequent conflicts maintained political tensions, especially during
the early stages of the later Roman Empire’s growth. By the time history
approached the birth of Christ, the temple was in such need of repairs
that King Herod the Great had it completely renovated and expanded.
The problem was that the Jews did not control the temple nor did they
have power over their land. They were exiled in their own neighborhoods
under the thumb of the Romans, awaiting the divine presence to vindicate
them and reconvene the temple-harmony between heaven and earth. This
expectation helped set the stage for the ministry of Christ.

TEMPLE LANGUAGE IN THE NT

The future prospect of God’s renewed presence among his people remained
central to the Jewish faith coming into the first century. But by the time
Christ’s arrival, the temple was a bit of a cruel irony. It was a visible reminder
of everything absent from Israel's hope. Although it stood in Jerusalem,
the Jews had no control over the priesthood, no Davidic king ruled from
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Jerusalem, and Israel's borders belonged to Rome.” Ironically, then, the
temple triggered a certain amount of bewilderment because there were so
many things that the Lord’s presence had not accomplished, which, in turn,
made it both a source of hope and disappointment.**

It was this crisis of national identity that helped create the volatile setting
into which Christ was sent. Israel wanted to know that the Lord’s temple-
presence would one day address all their concerns.”® And this is partly why
we see the Gospels apply divine presence language to Christ. For example,
Matthew—in his account of the angelic announcement Christ’s birth—
claims that his arrival marked a fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy about a son
who would be born named Immanuel, meaning “God with us.” We also see
in Luke’s account of Jesus’s birth that angelic hosts proclaimed to nearby
shepherds that the God of the highest (or the heavenlies) had brought peace
to the earth. Luke also recounts Jesus’s circumcision where he was brought to
the temple in Jerusalem. A man of God named Simeon held him, declaring
that the baby was the Lord’s salvation, which he was accomplishing in the

“presence” of the people, both Jew and Gentile. From here, the Gospels
continue to expand this theme of Jesus as the divine temple-presence in
various ways.*

1. Jerusalem’s Temple and Christ as the Embodiment of a Heavenly Temple
The gospels present a tension between what the temple was supposed to
be and who Jesus actually was. The temple was intended to be the Lord’s
permanent address among his people. He had communed with Adam and
Eve in Eden. He had covenantally bonded with the Israelites at Sinai and
in the tabernacle. He resided with the nation in the land of promise via the
temple. Now the arrival of Jesus marked a new chapter in this story. He was
the divine presence in mobile-human form.

We see this point in John’s Gospel where Christ is portrayed not as deity
clothed in a dark cloud over a mountain, or a tabernacle room shrouded
in fabrics, but as God in the flesh. He came in human form to “dwell” or

“tabernacle” among the nations—Israel in particular and the Gentiles in
general (John 1:14-18). And instead of watching the glory of God from afar
at the bottom of Sinai or by proxy through the eyes of the high priest, John
says that everyone was able to see his “glory” People were able to hear his
teachings and see his miracles. We even catch a glimpse of the power of God’s
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presence once more when the Jewish authorities came to arrest Jesus in the
Garden of Gethsemane. John claims that when Jesus said he was the one
they were seeking, they drew back and fell to the ground (John 18:6). When
their motives were exposed by the gravity of his presence, they collapsed
in trepidation.

The transfiguration was another dramatic example of Christ being a
walking temple. Jesus went up on a mountain with Peter, James, and John
where he then revealed the glory of the divine presence.”” Yet unlike Moses,
Jesus possessed the glory within himself, reflecting the same divine aura of
his Father. His face glowed like Moses’s did, just not for the same reason;
the divine glory shone from the inside out instead of merely reflecting an
external source. So, as opposed to a portable tent being carried across
the wilderness or a temple fixed on a mountain, the divine presence was
now encased in a human being. The Son was a living, breathing temple.
The Lord’s address between heaven and earth was transitioning from Mount
Zion to the heavenly Son who had come to earth.

At first glance, one would assume that such a reality would inspire hope,
and for some it did. But for others, this connection between Jesus and the
temple raised serious concerns. Why? Because some Jews found it difficult
to see the expected Messiah as a new temple when Herod’s temple was still
standing in Jerusalem. This dilemma caused quite a divide between Jesus
and the religious leaders of his day because the temple was their political
bread and butter. We see this conflict rising on at least two fronts. First,
tensions rose when Jesus occasionally claimed to be greater than the temple.
Jesus contended that his position as the Son of Man (or the heavenly
agent of his Father’s kingdom) gave him authority to (1) indict those who
misunderstood the purpose of the temple, and (2) transcend its importance.
In other words, what the temple originally did, he could do supremely better.
Yet if this were true, the religious leaders would be put out of business. No
more money changing. No more extortion. No more leverage.

This led to the other part of the impasse between Jesus and his opponents,
which was his shocking prediction that the temple would be destroyed. This
bold claim appeared to be an affront to Israel’s hopes. However, in reality,
it was a charge of divine judgment against the Jerusalem’s corrupt leaders.
Jesus was essentially saying that they were going to cut off because of their
lack of integrity. Note here that the temple itself was not the problem. On
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the contrary, as a faithful Jew, Jesus held the temple in high esteem. His zeal
for the Lord’s dwelling place was so fervent that at least on one occasion he
forcefully dispersed the moneychangers from the temple because they had
made it into something it was never supposed to be. It was intended to be
a light to the nations and a house of prayer to the one and true living God.
Instead, it had become a place for bartering, trade, and possibly even corrupt
business deals. So. while Jesus claimed that the temple would be sacked, he
still revered its role in Israel’s heritage.

What balanced out his respect for the temple with his declaration of
its demise was the fact that the covenantal agreement undergirding its
existence (the Mosaic covenant) was being phased out. Jesus, as the new
source of the divine presence, was ushering in a new covenant. This is
why he occasionally alluded to himself as a temple because, in a sense, he
was reliving the temple’s story. Just as God’s enemies had destroyed it, so
would the corrupt leaders of Israel and the Roman authorities put Jesus
to death. Just as the temple had been defiled, so would a son of perdition
(namely Judas) betray the Son of Man to unjust leaders. Really then, Jesus
spoke of two temples, one that was to be torn down (i.e,, Herod’s temple)
and another that would be raised up (i.e., his body).

2. Christ Surpasses the Tabernacle/Temple’s Functions
Christ’s fulfillment of the various services that the temple provided is the
second major NT emphasis. An immediate case in point is the frequent
allusions between the furniture of the tabernacle-temple and Christ himself.
For instance, early on in the book of Revelation, Jesus is the one, like a
Levitical priest in the tabernacle, who walks among the candlesticks. Yet
instead of watching over the temple’s furniture, he now inspects his people —
the Church.”® He also is the one who gives the Holy Spirit so people can
worship the Father regardless of their geographic location. The day was
coming when bickering over the sacredness of Mount Zion (for the Jews) or
Mount Gerazim (for the Samaritans) would be irrelevant ( John 4:19-23).
Additionally, the temple’s location as the place where atonement and
forgiveness of sin could be obtained was key. By following the sacrifices
that were documented in the Law, which culminated in the annual Day
of Atonement, the temple was the spot where Israel could have their sin
problem addressed. The only hitch, as the Book of Hebrews makes clear,
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is that the temple could only enforce the benefits of the Mosaic covenant.
This meant the temple sacrifices were ongoing, not permanent. Likewise,
sacrifices were also safeguarded by the numerous laws against
ceremonial uncleanness. One may not even qualify to approach the temple
if these rules were broken. But Christ overcame both these barriers.

When it came to uncleanness, the problem was that it could be
transferred from person to person, while cleanness could not—unless
Jesus was involved. He could touch lepers and make them whole, heal
physical deformities, cast out demons, and raise the dead. He was able to
absorb the stigma of uncleanness and still remain clean. Even beyond that,
he himself established a titanium steel covenant where a day of atonement
only had to occur one time (Heb 7:27; 10:10). Once it did, the mercy seat
of the divine presence was triumphantly replaced by a Messiah who now sits
on the heavenly throne as the resurrected Lord.

3. The Church is a New Covenant Temple

The corresponding language between the temple and Jesus is later applied
to his people who are brought together by his death and resurrection. These
connections can be seen in John’s gospel where Jesus promises his followers
that the Spirit will be “in” them, thereby making them true worshippers
where being located on a specific mountain will be irrelevant. In Luke’s
account, the disciples are promised to receive the Spirit, which comes to pass
in Acts 1-2. Then in Acts 2, flames of fire fall upon each disciple — (in an
upper room, not the temple mount) — harkening back to the supernatural
blazing that filled Solomon’s temple and the violent storm that hovered over
Mount Sinai.

This idea of believers being indwelt by the Spirit and consequently
reflecting temple realities is carried over by various NT authors in passages
that are well-known. For instance, Paul describes believers (and the church)
as temples in whom the Spirit dwells. He also claims that the very bodies
of believers are temples as well, so they should be used for holy purposes.
Believers are literally sacred space.” Similarly, Peter claims that believers
are “living stones” who are being built into a “house” as a priesthood to offer
spiritual sacrifices to God through Christ. Those stone language reflects the
stones of the tribes of Israel that were worn by the high priest. Now Jesus is
the high priest in the heavenlies with his apostles as stones in the foundation
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of God’s city and we are the covenantal benefactors. This is also why
Hebrews speaks about the believer’s ability to offer the sacrifice of praise to
God with which he is pleased. The image is of a priestly worshipper in the
temple offering one’s expected service.

4. A Renewed Earth will be a Temple

Temple theology is also extremely important in John’s visions recounted in
the apocalypse. We see the word being used by the glorified Christ himself
when promising believers that those who persevere will be columns in his
temple. Such a promise receives later clarification when Revelation records
that a temple space is located in God’s sacred throne room of heaven. This
reading is further supported by Revelation 14-16 where this “temple” is
described as being in heaven where angels declare the Lord’s will that is to
come upon the earth. One heavily disputed usage of the word occurs earlier
in chapter 11 where John is told to measure a temple space, which echoes
the same commission Ezekiel was given in his temple vision. However, if it
is literal, then it is being placed in contrast to God’s heavenly temple that is
mentioned just a few verses later in 11:19.*° Thus, the vision would be saying
that God has two temples, one on earth and the other in heaven. Be this as
it may, Revelation ends with a cosmic-apocalyptic picture of heaven and
earth converging through the image of a city touching down on earth. In its
description, John claims that this new heaven and earth function as a city,
garden, and temple simultaneously.*' The Lord will dwell with his people. To
be fair, though, we recognize that the question at this point is not so much
about whether temple language is applied to the church. Dispensational
and non-dispensational interpreters alike agree on this. The issue is whether
such connections prohibit any further theological significance for another
literal temple building.

REBUILDING THE TEMPLE AFTER 70 AD

The 70 AD fulfillment of Jesus’ prediction that the Jerusalem temple
would be destroyed was a pivotal event in the history of Judaism for three
major reasons. First, it marked a serious divide between the status of non-
messianic Judaism and the early Jesus movement that eventually became
known as Christianity.** Second, the temple’s demise forced Jewish people
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to exchange their understanding of communal solidarity and atonement—
which had centered around temple categories like sacrifice and a Levitical

priesthood —to a new system dictated by rabbinic traditions. Third, the

temple’s demise was a historic landmark showing that the Mosaic economy
had transitioned to a time of Christological fulfillment and this new age was

not going to be subverted.

However, none of these factors changed the fact that many Jews would
continue to long for a newly established temple. There were several occasions
where attempts were made to do just that. One occurred in the early second
century during the Shimon Bar Kokhba revolt. In 118 AD when Hadrian
became the new Roman emperor, he extended favor to the Jews by allowing
them to return to Jerusalem and reconstruct another temple. In a short
amount of time, Hadrian changed his policy by demanding that the temple
site be relocated. This decision led to a violent back-and-forth conflict
between Rome and the Jewish population. The attempted revolt resulted
in Hadrian trying to place a city in Jerusalem named after himself and the
Roman deity Jupiter, many surviving Jews being sold as slaves or deported
to surrounding regions like Egypt, and a steady level of persecution being
levied against surviving Jews until Hadrian’s reign was over in 138 AD.*

Almost two centuries later, another opportunity to rebuild the temple in
Jerusalem emerged during the reign of Falvius Clauias Julianus, otherwise
known as Julian the Apostate. Being the nephew of Constantine and the
cousin of Constantius II, Julian began his reign as emperor in 361. He had
abandoned the Christian faith in exchange for choice versions of Greek
philosophy and even forms of occultic mysticism.** In time, he expressed
interest in rebuilding the temple for the Jewish community. Scholars
speculate on what Julian’s motivations may have been for such a project.
A minimal consensus is that accomplishing this feat would be Julian’s
way of discrediting the prophecy of Jesus because the temple could be re-
established for renewed Jewish praxis.*> Whatever his other reasons may
have been, the project never gained much traction because Julian was killed
in a battle and subsequent emperors put an end to the endeavor.

Finally, a chance to erect another temple came in the early seventh century
when Persian forces took control of Jerusalem by defeating Christian
Byzantine forces. Amidst the conflict, the Persians mounted support from
different parts of surrounding Jewish populations. Because of the success of
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this alliance, it was announced that the temple would be able to be rebuilt
in Jerusalem once more. But the peace with Persia was short lived and the
temple project was subsequently revoked. Moreover, the temple situation
took an even greater turn for the worse when the crushed Christian
population became an inadvertent precursor to looming Muslim conquests
just twenty years later. These events set the stage for the Arab construction of
the Dome of the Rock, the ultimate tangible renunciation of Jewish temple.*

FuTURIST EXPECTATIONS OF A LITERAL TEMPLE

The fervor for rebuilding a Jewish temple has continued since these early
centuries. But no historical moment in the modern era has created such a
stir as the establishment of a modern state of Israel in the mid-twentieth
century. The birth of a Jewish “state” in 1948 was the product of numerous
sociopolitical factors and its success has set the perfect backdrop for many to
think a new temple could become a reality in the foreseeable future. Many
express concerns with such a possibility because of the potential conflicts
it could cause, while numerous Jewish coalitions and aggressive Zionistic
ideologues eagerly anticipate this project getting underway.”” Likewise, a
third temple project remains a major topic of discussion among many
believers worldwide.

The pitch of this debate within Christan circles is often heightened by a
variety of American conservative evangelicals and fundamentalists who
advocate assorted forms of dispensational premillennialism. They are
convinced that Scripture requires the existence of a future temple for two
primary reasons. One is that it is part of a chain of events related to the return
of Christ. The other is that one must exist as a partial prophetic fulfillment
of promises God made to Israel. What makes this perspective so intriguing
is many dispensationalists stress that “two” temples must one day be erected
in Jerusalem. The first one will be built before or during a future time of
divine judgment upon the earth, commonly known as the Tribulation
Period (or the Great Tribulation). This belief is based on a conflation of
several key biblical texts, with the conclusion being that a temple will be
rebuilt in Israel only to be defiled by a nefarious figure sometimes labeled as
the Abomination of Desolation, the Man of Lawlessness, the Antichrist, or
the Beast.*®
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More specifically, this perspective is often based on interpretive
connections between a prophecy in Daniel 9:24-27, certain claims Jesus
made in the Olivet Discourse (Matt 24—25; Mark 13; Luke 19), and some
of Paul’s observations in 2 Thessalonians 2. The first passage is known as
the prophecy of the Seventy Weeks, where Daniel uses apocalyptic imagery
to describe a series of events that will transpire in the last, or seventieth

“week,” including a figure who will mount an assault upon Israel and defile

the temple. Centuries later, on the Mount of Olives, Jesus refers to this
prophetic utterance about the temple’s desecration, linking it to another
apocalyptic vision in Daniel 7 regarding the coming of the Son of Man.
Dispensational interpreters conclude that this language is referring to the
second coming of Christ. So, because the “coming” imagery is connected
to the temple’s demise depicted in Daniel 9, many postulate that another
temple must exist in the future because Christ did not return in the
first century. The argument continues from here with an appeal to Paul’s
similar account, where he tells the Thessalonian believers that the Day of the
Lord would not arrive until the “man of lawlessness” is revealed when he
exalts himself in the “holy place” or the temple, only to be destroyed by the
Lord at his coming.* The overall point then is that a literal Jerusalem temple
must exist before Christ’s return because of an eschatological confrontation
that must take place at that precise location.

Many dispensational interpreters also believe a second future temple will
exist after the Parousia when Christ establishes a millennial reign on the earth.
This perspective is based on a premillennial reading of Revelation 20, which
views the 1,000-year period mentioned in vv. 1-10, as a segment of time
that transpires between Christ’s return and the eternal state. Additionally,
dispensationalists contend that the millennium is a divinely designated time
window for OT prophecies of a restored national Israel to be fulfilled. For
this scheme, after the Tribulation period ends and Christ’s second coming,
an intermediate geopolitical Jewish kingdom will be established. Israel will
be restored, with Jerusalem serving as the political epicenter of the world.

Once Jesus begins this theocratic reign as the glorified Messiah, another
structure will be erected in fulfillment of many prophetic expectations,
including the reinstitution of Israel’s corporate worship (Isa 56:7; Jer 33:18;
Zech 14:16-21; Mal 3:3-4) as well as the realization of Ezekiel’s famous
heavenly vision of a new temple (Ezek 42-48). It will be supervised by
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the remnant priestly line of Zadock because of a covenantal promise that
the Lord made to this Aaronic descendant. These priests will oversee
various sacrifices that will be offered during Christ’s millennial reign.
Conversely, dispensationalists who propose this view differ on the purposes
of these sacrifices. Some argue that they will be performed as a means
of memorializing the work of Christ, similar to how the Lord’s Supper is
practiced by the church in the present age.* Others, who disagree with
this view, contend that temple sacrifices will be offered as a means of
purifying the ceremonial uncleanness of non-glorified worshippers during
the millennium.*

In response to these proposals, I would like to conclude with
four considerations. They are not intended to address whether there will
be an actual tribulation or premillennial intermediate earthly kingdom. My
concern here is how it can be feasible to expect some type of temple to exist
that has prophetic and theological significance, since the people of God now
exist in the context of the inaugurated stage of the New Covenant, awaiting
its culmination in the new creation.

1. How Should OT Language About a Future Temple Be Interpreted?

The first issue to address regarding the biblical viability of a future temple
is hermeneutical in nature. This is because the lion’s share of debate
centers on how one should understand OT language that speaks about an
eschatological temple, especially the one envisioned by Ezekiel. Discussions
about such a possibility — and numerous other issues related to eschatology
for that matter —inevitably bog down into an interpretive quagmire when
dispensationalists clash with various nondispensational evangelicals who
often are covenantal in their theological orientation. The underlying reason
for this impasse is whether future temple language in Scripture should
be understood literally, typologically, Christologically, or, to reduce the
discussion to its lowest common denominator, “nonliterally”

What should be kept in mind, though, is that this polemical back-and-
forth is really fueled by two deeper points of contention. First, wrestling
with how to interpret OT descriptions of a future temple from the original
historical perspectives of Israel’s prophets is one set of challenges. But more
concerns emerge when trying to discern how these initial prophecies should
be read in light of later NT revelation, which interprets OT hopes through
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the person and work of Christ. Or to touch the methodological nerve
more acutely, one must ask if New Covenant fulfillment is always linear,
having a strict one-to-one correspondence between OT promise and
NT fulfillment. Sometimes this is indeed the case, while in other instances,
it simply is not.* Nevertheless, dispensationalists usually contend that the
amount of emphasis on a restored temple, including Ezekiel’s meticulous
details of one, requires at least a bare minimum belief that one will be
erected one day. Yet nondispensationalists usually counter that certain
claims about the significance of Christ’s redemptive work prohibit such
literalistic expectations.

Coupled with this tension is a second ordeal in deliberating this topic,
namely that if one does embrace a “literal” interpretation of OT future
temple passages alongside New Covenant categories, one still has to ask
how much of these depictions are to be understood that way. For instance,
dispensationalists will sometimes argue that the future millennial temple
is the one of which Ezekiel speaks. It will include a newly established
priesthood through Zadock, a revised sacrificial system, and an ornate
structure in Jerusalem. However, what about the added claims of specified
priestly purification rituals, a river that flows through the Judean desert
until it eventually “heals” the Dead Sea, the disregard of topographical
details regarding the land of Israel when the twelve tribes are restored, the
dimensions of the temple and city being described in multiples of five,
and lastly, the promise that this temple will remain the seat of God’s throne
forever (43:7,9), not just a thousand years?*

Likewise, the entire depiction in Ezekiel is experienced via a series
of heavenly visions that are described with many literary features of
apocalyptic imagery. If everything in these visions is to be interpreted
“literally,” then should the same approach be applied to other visions in
the book, like Ezekiel’s description of God’s divine chariot in chapter 1 or
the valley of dry bones in chapter 372 This approach is hard to maintain. The
former appears to be describing God’s universal rule over creation despite
the fact that Israel is in exile, while the latter stresses God’s ability to bring
Israel back from exile even though the nation is considered as good as dead.
Consequently, appealing to the necessity of literal interpretation does not
really answer the question as to whether a future temple is theologically or
prophetically necessary because all interpreters put limits on what should be
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understood as “literal” and what is not. A better strategy is to acknowledge
that there are certain ways in which the New Covenant directly connects
with OT eschatological hopes and there are other instances where elements
of OT eschatology are reconfigured in light of what Christ has accomplished
for believers within Israel and all the nations.

2. A Temple in Revelation 20?
A second major factor in this discussion that warrants attention is the
dispensational insistence that many of OT temple expectations find their
fulfillment in the millennial era described by Revelation 20. The glaring
problem with this proposal is that regardless of one’s interpretation of the
millennium in general, absolutely nothing is said in this series of visions
that supports an Israel-centric, theocratic, geopolitical kingdom reigning
throughout its duration. Granted, there are key references in Second Temple
Jewish literature that reflect strands of thought supporting a belief in some
kind of intermediate Messianic kingdom.* Some even argue that Paul allows
for such a reality in his discussion of the return of Christ in 1 Corinthians
15.% And regardless of one’s views on this latter point, Revelation clearly
emphasizes that Christ is the glorified, resurrected Messiah who will
reign over the earth with his people. Nonetheless, even if one accepts a
premillennial reading of Revelation 20, John only describes two events that
will occur. One is that Satan will be supernaturally bound so he is unable
to deceive the nations. The other is that devoted followers of Christ, who
were faithful unto death, will be resurrected so they can rule with Christ
(regardless of whether they are Jew or Gentile). Therefore, the emphasis
is upon Satanic defeat as well as the vindication of all of God’s people by
reigning with Christ together on earth.

Furthermore, not only does Revelation 20 omit any reference to
a temple, or even the possible need for one. As we have already mentioned,
Revelation 21-22 is replete with temple imagery when John describes his
visionary encounter with a heavenly Jerusalem that converges with the earth.
The idea being described here is God’s abode in heaven becoming unified
with creation itself. The world is renewed, thereby becoming a “temple”
itself. The restoration of “Jerusalem” is fulfilled in that believers of all the

nations now enter the heavenly kingdom, or city, that has come to the earth.
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And unbelievers are excluded from this city because they are not part of this
Messianic kingdom.

So, to venture beyond these basic points by inserting a collection of Israel-
centric components — including a temple —into a premillennial scheme is
essentially a contrived enterprise based on hermeneutical assumptions and
precommitments to OT expectations that do not fit the narrative flow of
what Revelation explicitly describes.*

3. A Temple as a Place Where God's Presence Dwells?

A third key concern requiring more attention is how a future temple can
exist as a legitimate locale for God’s designated presence on earth, whether
it be in the present age, a potential intermediate one, or the eternal state.
Stated another way, how can a future tribulation temple or millennial temple
be legitimately described as “sacred space”? During a future tribulation, will
a non-messianic-centered temple be a place where the presence of the Lord
dwells? Will the Holy Spirit indwell saints during this tribulation as well as
a designated structure on the temple mount in Jerusalem? Or, as it pertains
to a millennial temple, will there be a designated building standing alongside
the glorified resurrected Messiah? Neither Daniel nor Ezekiel delve into
such complexities. These kinds of scenarios must be proposed in attempts to
harmonize various accounts of eschatological hopes. The difficulty, however,
is that the spectrum of prophetic expectations for Israel’s restoration cannot
always be interpreted in a linear fashion because the NT repackages them in
larger cosmic (and earthly) categories. To think otherwise creates all sorts
of conundrums. For example, what does it mean to speak about glorified
resurrected believers (who are temples in which the Spirit dwells) observing
and living alongside non-glorified believers who must participate in quasi-
Mosaic rituals in a post-Old-and-New Covenant temple?

4. A Temple is Governed by a System: The Problem with a Future
Sacrificial System

Finally, if certain dispensational evangelicals continue to insist on the need
for a future temple — whether it is during an upcoming tribulation period
or an intermediate millennial kingdom — they must propose functional
categories to justify its existence. And once again, they usually do so by
arguing for a renewed sacrificial system and priestly order. This is quite
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a daunting task because it is difficult to reconcile this proposal with the
theological trajectory of the New Covenant that moves from a former
sacred building to Christ (i.e., the incarnate temple that was destroyed and
raised again), his people (i.e., a priesthood of people who form an organic
temple indwelt by the Spirit), and ultimately the earth itself (i.e., a temple
in which heaven itself dwells). Thus, a fair question must be asked. How
can we proceed— or revert—to some revised version of a quasi-Mosaic
economy since Christ’s death and resurrection abrogate any clean/unclean
distinctions and nullify any need for further means of atonement.

Some dispensationalists counter these points by arguing that New
Covenant categories do not mitigate against a future temple economy.
There are those who point out that Ezekiel himself spoke about the future
New Covenant that would work in the hearts of Israelites so they could
be restored as God’s obedient people. At the same time, he also speaks
about the famous temple with its various sacrifices and priests. as the
argument goes, then, the millennial period marks a new era between the
church age and the eternal state where sacrifices will be practiced either as
a way of memorializing Christ’s word of redemption or resolving the clean/
unclean reality that will exist during the millennium because there will be
believers worshipping the Lord in an intermediate theocratic kingdom
in non-glorified bodies.*”’

Here, we will only focus on two problems with this proposal. First, it
should be noted that neither Ezekiel nor any OT prophet portrays the
restoration of Israel and creation in terms of glorified and non-glorified
believers cohabitating an unrestored earth with one party requiring priestly
and earthly temple services while the other is exempt. That proposal
only emerges as one tries to reconcile a certain premillennial reading
of Revelation 20 with OT depictions of Israel’s eschatological hopes. It
is true that Ezekiel and other prophets speak of a temple because it is a
way of promising Israel that she will be delivered from the plight of exile
and potential national extinction. This is relatively clear. Yet as this hope
develops throughout NT revelation, the temple restoration project expands
beyond the reestablishing of sacred space in the land of Israel. Instead of a
temple being temporarily— or permanently—rebuilt in the earthly city
of Jerusalem, the Christian hope expands to a larger scale where heaven’s
Jerusalem arrives on earth, thereby establishing a planetary temple.
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The second problem with this view (as it pertains to the millennium) is that
one must nuance some sort of qualified non-Mosaic, non-New Covenant
system to justify how certain temple sacrifices are offered for non-glorified
believers living in a temporary theocratic kingdom. For dispensationalists
who argue that millennial sacrifice will reflect on Christ’s atonement in
a similar way that present-day communion does, this misses a key point
which is that the Eucharist looks forward as well as backward. Scripture
admonishes believers to partake and remember what Christ did as well as
anticipate what he will do when he returns. So, what would be the future
hope of post-Parousia sacrifices? Furthermore, how does the reality of the
church coincide with these parameters? How does the church of glorified
Jews and Gentiles headed by a glorified resurrected Messiah correspond with
a national geo-political temple enacting memorial sacrifices? One would
have to ask if the church ceases to exist temporarily, if not permanently.

Finally, in response to other dispensational ideas such as the necessity to
address clean/unclean distinctions during the millennium, two concerns
deserve mention. One is that Revelation 20 provides no commentary
whatsoever on such a question. One must insert it because of certain
theological expectations on how OT prophecies must be fulfilled in
congruence with specific futurist demands. The other issue is that if
Christ nullified the ceremonial clean/unclean distinction for believers in
the present age as well as the age to come (as Hebrews clearly prescribes)
and no mention of this dilemma is made in Revelation’s discussion of
the millennium, then it seems that one is forced to do one of two things. One
must either contend that the OT has much to say about an intermediate age
where temple sacrifices are required when the NT offers no commentary
at all. Or one must conclude that no sacrificial system is to be expected
after Christ’s return, and if this is the case, then the validity for a future
temple evaporates as well.
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The Great
Evangelical Fudge

RANALD MACAULAY

Ranald Macaulay was born in South Africa. He moved to the United Kingdom in 1956 to do a law
degree at Cambridge. At the end of his second year he met Francis and Edith Schaefter. The Schaeffers
had just recently started LAbri Fellowship in Switzerland. He visited them at the end of 1959 and
decided to join the work. He and Susan Schaeffer were married in April 1961. In 1964 they started the
English LAbri in London. There Ranald completed a BD Hons in theology, at King’s College, London.
In January 1971 they moved to Hampshire to start a residential branch of LAbri. In 1978 Ranald co-
authored the book Being Human with Jerram Barrs (IVP Academic, 1998), on the nature of spiritual
experience. A number of his articles have appeared in Evangelicals Now and other journals. When
Francis Schaeffer died in 1984 the family returned to Switzerland for four years. In 1996 they moved
to Cambridge where Ranald founded Christian Heritage at the Round Church (since renamed “The
Foundation Trust”)—the second oldest building in the city built in 1130 AD. Since 2017 he and Susan

have been back in Hampshire near the LAbri house.

2024 was the 40™ anniversary of Francis Schaeffer’s final book, The Great
Evangelical Disaster.' When it came out in 1984, he had only months to live.

The title sounds alarming, but that was Schaeffer’s intention. The
same theological drift he had witnessed as a young man was now
threatening Evangelicalism. Churches which had once been faithful to the
Bible were now in danger. He felt this deeply. In short, the book was the act
of a dying and desperate man and should be read as such.

What interests me most about it, however, is not so much its content,
crucial as that is, but its operating principle. By the 1980s the modern West,
whose background and future Schaeffer had sketched so prophetically, was
now promoting ideas about gender and sex inimical to the Bible. This was
no surprise to him for he knew better than most that, given the culture’s
rejection of Christianity, it had to happen.
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What he also knew was that the church could never compromise over
its most basic principle, namely, the authority of the Word of God. It was
what Schaeffer had stood for all his life — that human ideas must always be
subject to the revelation of God in Scripture.

But why the urgency?

Few realize, I think, that early in 1984, specifically to mark the publication
of The Great Evangelical Disaster, the publisher arranged a series of speaking-
engagements at five or six of the leading Evangelical Colleges (universities)
across the States. He hoped that, by appearing in person, he might reinforce
a stronger commitment to Scriptural authority in the younger generation.
Those who had heard him at the Lausanne Congress 10 years earlier
disappointed him.

The hallmark of our generation in contrast to the previous generation is that
this generation does not believe that truth exists in any form. All is relativistic.
There is no such thing as truth as truth. The issue is clear: is the Bible true-
truth and infallible, wherever it speaks, including where it speaks of history
and the cosmos, or is it only in some sense revelational where it touches
religious subjects? ... There is no use in Evangelicalism seeming to get larger
and larger if at the same time appreciable parts of Evangelicalism are getting
soft at that which is the central core of Evangelicalism, namely, the Scriptures.

There is no use having greater numbers if the whole thing is deluded.?

By 1984, despite his warnings, the drift had continued. Perhaps the young
would prove more attentive. In the event his health, already compromised
by cancer, deteriorated rapidly and he died in Rochester, Minnesota, on
May 15, 1984.* Those who heard him in those last months said it was like
hearing a voice from the grave.

Why then, in such extreme circumstances, did Schaeffer do this? Why
write a controversial book, then crisscross the States within weeks of
his death? The closing sentences of his preface tell us: “I would say that
the statement I am making in the pages of this book is perhaps the most
important statement I have ever written.”

Schaeffer may well be overstating his case here for surely his observations
about the background to the West’s growing antipathy to biblical ethics
were his most important legacy. However, in relation to the immediate fall-
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out of the society’s repudiation of God’s existence and revelation, the book
was critical. It was a timely warning,

BACKGROUND

The larger background, however, is where we need to begin.

When Schaeffer was preparing for ordination in the Presbyterian Church
in the early 1930s, old-fashioned liberalism had already overwhelmed
the seminaries. Princeton was no longer a bastion of Protestant orthodoxy.
The greats of the past, like the two Hodges and B. B. Warfield, were no more.
J. Gresham Machen, one of Schaeffer’s main influences, had recently
attempted a counter-offensive, but was defrocked for his pains and kicked
out in 1936. Since the church was still a significant voice in society, Machen’s
expulsion made front-line news. Schaeffer highlights this to emphasize the
rapidity with which American society was changing. The limited respect
that ordinary folk had for the old ways (e.g,, for the sanctity of marriage and
of the unborn) was still evident. But within a decade that was swept aside.
From then on it was open season. The so-called sexual liberation had begun.

Interestingly, Schaeffer lays the blame for this moral collapse at the feet of
the Bible-believing churches themselves. Why? Because, when the leaders
knew this would happen, they failed to prevent it. He says,

It was this drift (in the mainline denominations from 1900-1936) which
laid the base for the cultural, social, moral, legal and governmental changes
from that time to the present. Without this drift_in the denominations, I am
convinced that the changes in our society over the past 50 years would have
produced very different results from what we see now. When the Reformation

churches shifted, the Reformation consensus was undercut.’

After 1936 the mainline denominations began to hemorrhage badly.
Why go to church to hear moral platitudes only. Their Bible-believing
counterparts by contrast surged. An unashamed commitment to the gospel
and to the historical reliability of the Bible proved appealing. Time magazine
even ran a cover-story about the new phenomenon: an Evangelical majority
in the American nation!
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But nothing was as it seemed. Church growth had brought a false
sense of security. When speaking at the Billy Graham Congress in Berlin
in 1966 Schaeffer tried to address this.® The liberal pressures had if
anything intensified: modernism had morphed into existentialism and
existentialism into postmodernism. The deceptions were more subtle but
more dangerous. According to the new theologians, statements in the Bible
could be spiritually meaningful even though factually untrue. Jesus may not
have risen from the dead, but that did not matter: his “resurrection” retained
spiritual force, as a concept. He called this “the existential methodology”
and considered it potent enough to destroy civilization as we know it. This
theological drift would become an abiding threat.

Finally, on his deathbed, he bared his soul for the last time. He feared that
Evangelicalism was about to repeat the mistake of the early 20" century.

And what was it? In his own words: “the drift in the denominations”—
more specifically, the drift away from the principle of Biblical authority.
As he put it in Lausanne: “Is the Bible true-truth and infallible, wherever
it speaks, including where it speaks of history and the cosmos, or is it only in
some sense revelational where it touches on religious subjects?”’

Which brings us naturally to “the Great Evangelical Fudge.”

THE FUDGE

Framing his question as he did (and speaking to some 2,700 participants
and guests from over 150 nations) it was incumbent upon him to keep his
message tight. In a sense he was using shorthand; so when he said “where
(the Bible) speaks of history and the cosmos” he was referring principally
to Genesis 1-3. This would have been obvious to those present. It was his
way of saying that, not only were his own writings built on the foundational
reality of a space-time creation and Fall, but so too those of the Old and
New Testaments and of the historic creeds of the church. Until the late 19"
century, no church had hesitated to teach the traditional view: that Adam
and Eve were two individual human beings like ourselves (homo sapiens
made “in the image of God”); that they were the progenitors of the human
race; that by a unique act of creation they had been formed as finite and
moral beings without sin or any inherent defect; that only when tempted
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and seduced had the actual reality of evil, suffering and physical death
entered their experience.

The fact that he received a standing ovation is remarkable. He could hardly
have been more direct: “In our day ... holding to a strong view of Scripture
or not holding to it is the watershed of the evangelical world.”

THE ELEPHANT IN THE RooMm

The elephant in the room, of course, was evolution. From 1859, when
Darwin’s Origin of Species appeared, a new scientific consensus had developed.
Whatever Darwin himself thought about God, the general assumption
was that a supernatural Creator was no longer necessary. The Genesis
account was just a myth. What had actually happened was just a physical
phenomenon of some sort (later the “Big Bang”). Life then developed as
a result of physical and chemical processes only. Eventually, human beings
emerged through natural selection working upon chance mutations.

I call this the “elephant in the room” because I do not think Schaeffer’s
audience fully appreciated just how radical he was being. On one hand they
liked what he said about apologetics. His challenge of modern philosophy
reminded them of the apostle Paul. Had not Paul used the same sort of logic
at Athens and also in his letter to the Romans? When human beings turn
away from God’s revealed truth their alternatives end up looking ridiculous.’
Schaeffer’s potted sketches of western thought—from Enlightenment
rationalism to Existentialistic irrationalism and so on — fleshed this out. His
hearers could see from the way humanistic ideas had imploded in the West
(damaging people’s lives along the way) that scientific materialism was a
dead end. Schaeffer’s approach was exciting and moving: they even gave him
a standing ovation.'’

On the other hand, Schaeffer sounded uncomfortably reactionary. Did
Evangelicals really have to hold on to Biblical infallibility like this? Wasn’t he
asking them to bury their heads in the sand? Hadn’t evolution been shown
to be scientifically true? (There were other scholarly concerns, of course, but
Genesis 1 -3 must suffice for the present).

The elements of the fudge were beginning to form. Step one: the biblical
account of origins is in conflict with science. Step two: an adjustment to
the meaning of the text is considered necessary. By the early 20™ century,
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the new orthodoxy of theistic evolution had been widely accepted. Only
“fundamentalists” thought otherwise.

Few seemed to realize the enormity of what was happening. Most leaders
ignored the issues and kept preaching “the Genesis story” as if nothing
had happened. They assumed that it was still possible to maintain the
framework of “Creation-Sin-Salvation” even if the details were a bit blurred.
The fudge was necessary: nothing too robust should be said about design
in creation,"" or the nature of humanity at the beginning, or the fact that
death came through the Fall. The details had to be kept fuzzy. This was
Step three.

HuUMAN DEATH BEFORE THE FALL?

And what were those details? The main problem was human death. If Adam
and Eve were not the first human beings on the planet and if pre-humans
were dying continuously during the evolutionary process, when did the law
of sin and death that the NT refers to come into effect?'* Did not Genesis
1-3 say explicitly that human death would follow human sin? Isn’'t the NT
equally explicit about it?"

What brought things into sharp relief for me personally was my contact
with Denis Alexander at the turn of the century.'* Around 1996, when
my wife and I moved to Cambridge, I was handed a copy of one of his
recent lectures. This brought me face to face with the ideas I had hoped
never to encounter inside the evangelical church. For the first time I realized
that the goalposts were now as far outside the ballpark as possible: human
death was no longer a consequence of the Fall. Instead, it ante-dated the Fall
(whatever that might mean in this new scenario).' In other words, human
death was as ‘natural’ for human beings as it was for animal and plant life,
just a fact of carbon-based life.

The only concession to the Genesis account seemed to be the
assertion that, in some mysterious way, the whole process was under God’s
providential control.

I realized at a stroke how serious this is. If human death isn’t related to
the sinfulness of the human race, what was Jesus doing on the cross? Yes, he
was serving as a substitutionary atonement for human guilt, but wasn’t he
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also conquering death through his physical resurrection (after the tragedy of
physical death)? I thought that’s what the church had always believed!

Hence the useful dictum: if human death was not in the Fall how can it be in
the Cross?

This is radical stuff. First, it contradicts the teaching of the
church historically. What makes it doubly problematic is that the theory
sounds increasingly implausible. Why? Because the raison d'etre for theistic
evolution (the fact of evolution, which earlier seemed so compelling) is a lot
less certain than originally thought. Evolution is now being challenged more
than at any time since 1859. Not that evolutionists have renounced the Neo-
Darwinian formula, by no means; but the model now faces strong headwinds.
Chief amongst these are the scientific discoveries of the past 70 years—
especially Crick and Watson’s double-helix breakthrough in 1953. These
have brought to light “hard facts” that raise insuperable problems for
the theory. Complexity within the microscopic world is now known to be
so profuse that it makes purely physical explanations absurd — something
we will hear more about in the coming years. At which point this anecdote
about Richard Dawkins deserves notice: in a filmed interview he admits that

“no one has any idea how life began!”'® But wasn’t that Darwin’s point— to
explain the origin of life? With a hole that size in the theory, one wonders
why the experts are so confident about it?

By contrast Schaeffer was never persuaded by evolution. He agreed
that there are things in Genesis less clear than others and advised against
dogmatism in such cases. His simple rule was “go where Scripture goes
and stop where Scripture stops.” (He frequently pointed out, for example,
that on purely linguistic grounds, the word “day” in Genesis 1 allows
for several meanings—not simply 24 hours). But he never said this to
be evasive. For example, he never excluded the possibility of a six 24 hour
day creation. He preferred to remain agnostic on some issues and retained a
healthy skepticism about the science. A public discussion/debate he had in
London in about 1982 puts this beyond doubt.'” T had heard of a young PhD
research scientist, Arthur Jones, who in the late 1960s worked on an anti-
Darwinian thesis in the Zoology Department of Birmingham University."®
I made contact and encouraged him to keep speaking out on the issue.
Meanwhile, members of the Victoria Institute,' all committed evolutionists,
also took note of this maverick biologist. They arranged a debate with him and
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asked Schaeffer to represent the anti-evolutionary view theologically. Arthur
dealt with the science. The discussion was amicable and moderately useful,
but it illustrated the fudge well. All insisted that Darwinian science has to
take precedence over the biblical accounts.?” Instead of following our 16™
century forefathers’ and repudiating any “parallel authority” (to Scripture),
they seemed oblivious to the irony involved: that the whole Bible teaches
explicitly that human death is the result of the Fall —yet theistic evolution
chooses to deny that.

One of the casualties of the fudge was apologetics. When evangelicals
became embarrassed by the Genesis account, they made it harder for
themselves to mount a suitable response to philosophical materialism.*
Instead, they withdrew to what seemed like safer biblical ground,
namely Christ’s physical resurrection. This would fill the gap left by science
for “physical evidence” of supernatural reality. Nature could not provide that.
According to their science, it was simply the product of chance!

By comparison, Schaeffer took this as his starting point, his presupposition.
He then showed that materialism proves too much. On the one hand, it
provides answers to physical questions (about aeronautics or medical
infections etc.) and does that well. On the other hand, it explains away the
very mind(s) through which the scientific answers were arrived at in the
first place! Surely this cannot be right. If our materialistic view of science
leads us to deny our own humanity, the picture of reality we are left with starts
to look like a self-destruct machine. This was why the Existentialists ended
up the way they did.** They had to concede that knowledge, too, is relative.
But they could not live like that. Hence the force—and attraction—
of Schaeffer’s apologetic. In essence what he was doing was flipping the
argument on its head. If everything about human experience looks designed,
it is because it is designed. It testifies to a different sort of reality, one which
“fits” with personhood —that is, a universe made by the personal God
of the Bible. Personality and nature are real and can be known. Although
knowledge is never exhaustive it works. Reality is not a sick joke. The facts
speak for themselves. The materialistic nightmare which imagines (by faith)
that things pop into existence by themselves is contradicted by the evidence.
In effect, humanism is hoisted by its own petard. Science belongs to God.
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CONCLUSION

It is time to return to where we began.

Schaeffer’s final book was a desperate attempt to keep Evangelicalism
off the rocks. He had seen what theological drift does to the church when
left unchallenged. Whole denominations had foundered because of a failure
to uphold the authority of Scripture. In his final months he felt he needed
to speak up. A “disaster” was in the making and he realized someone should
sound the alarm. Was he right? Time will tell.

What I have tried to clarify about the book is the role evolution played
behind the scenes. Although he did not use the expression itself, this was
clearly what was in his mind. His actual words in Lausanne in 1974 were,

“where the Bible speaks about history and the cosmos” Central to that
commitment was the fact that human death is a result of the Fall. The theme
runs consistently through his writings. Again, he may not have spelled
it out at length in relation to evolution theory, but to those who worked
alongside him, this was obvious.

The addition I have made concerns the status of theistic evolution
within Evangelicalism. The fact that Bible-believing churches accept a high
degree of ambiguity when it comes to Adam and Eve, or the garden of Eden or
original sin is no small matter. Although one can understand that proponents
of theistic evolution feel threatened by the weight of scientific opinion, this
simply reinforces Schaeffer’s point: at no time in history should the church
submit to current intellectual fashions. Whatever the statistics and however
plausible they seem to be it has to be a wrong move — on principle.

In fact, over the past century this fudging of Genesis 1 -3 has damaged the
church more than any other single factor. For one thing it has weakened her
understanding and enjoyment of the truth. For another it has undermined
her ability to challenge falsehood. Now that the fudge has been superseded
by a denial of the fact that human death is a result of the Fall, insult has been
added to injury. It begins now to look uncomfortably like another gospel.

That being the case, a final question is in order. What should the church’s
attitude be to this form of theistic evolution? Obviously, in terms of drawing
lines in the sand it is a sensitive issue and needs to be handled carefully.
On the one hand, the fundamentals of the faith need to be secured; on
the other hand, the human tendency towards acrimony in debate needs
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to be considered. (Schaeffer’s contribution at this point was a small book
which many consider his finest, The Mark of a Christian. It highlights
the biblical imperative: whenever controversy arises over important
doctrinal matters, love in the midst of serious disagreement is the ultimate
test of spiritual integrity).

What happened within the original Christian Student Movement
in the United Kingdom serves as a helpful object lesson. The UCCF
(Universities and Colleges Christian Fellowship) of today emerged from
it when, under the pressure of liberal ideas— principally about Christ’s
substitutionary death— some felt that the gospel was being compromised.
The two sides discussed their differences and a split became inevitable. In
1910 the conservative element broke away to form the UCCE. Interestingly,
although the SCM (Student Christian Movement) was the larger segment
at the time of the break, it steadily declined in numbers and influence and
eventually folded and died.”

To keep theological drift (and fudge?) going unchecked, the UCCF
resorted to a statement of faith which speakers at formal gatherings (and
all officers of course) had to sign. Apart from the fudge issue, the strategy
worked well. Perhaps this is what now needs to happen in relation to the
doctrine of the Fall. A simple statement like that would surely not be difficult
to devise. In the light of present discussions about fudges and falsehoods,
it would help to bring greater clarity. More importantly, it might save
the evangelical ship from being wrecked on the reefs of what some have
described as a myth — possibly the most perverse of all time.** Throughout
its history the church has had only one reliable means of distinguishing
between “myths and fancies” and (what Schaeffer called) “true-truth”—the
Word of God!

Which is why Schaeffer wrote The Great Evangelical Disaster in the
first place.
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The compatibilist view of human freedom and divine sovereignty claims
that a person is only free when permitted to act according to his or her
strongest desire at any moment. Furthermore, it insists that everything is
ordained or determined by God, and that he is not morally responsible for
any evil committed. Given these requirements that the compatibilist view
demands, how could Adam, who was presumably created in the image of
God and possessed fully good desires, have sinned, and sinned in a manner
excusing God of reprehensibility? This problem of original sin is perhaps the
greatest stress point of the compatibilist view. Can a defense be made that
is both logical and consistent with the Bible? In this article, I will provide
a defense for the possibility of Adam’s fall under a compatibilist view of
freedom, arguing that Adam was able to be influenced to sin due to a lesser
understanding of God’s glory, was necessarily mutable, and outwardly
introduced to the idea of sin by Satan’s temptation which provided sufficient
intramundane cause for the development of a false imagination leading to
sinful action. To accomplish this, I will first give two helpful compatibilist
views on the problem of the first human sin given by Francis Turretin and
James Anderson. Then I will provide a defense of my own view with a
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summary of the greater-glory theodicy proposed by Scott Christensen and a
response to two possible objections to my view.

FrRANCIS TURRETIN: PRIMARY AND SECONDARY CAUSATION

In his Institutes of Elenctic Theology, on his discussion of the first sin, Francis
Turretin ponders how it is that a perfect creature could sin. Adam fell despite
his existence as an “innocent man” in which there could be found no “error
... in his mind” or “disorder in his will.” How could such a man “in whom
was original righteousness” have sinned? To answer this question, Turretin
first denies the view that Adam was created with “a headlong inclination
to vice” Adam and Eve could not have been created as individuals with an
inherent inclination to rebel. This would make God the immediate creator
of all moral evil, since the possession of such a flaw would indicate that God
created a flawed thing. Furthermore, as Turretin points out, “all things were
very good in man before the fall, since he was made in the image of God”
To say that mankind was created in the image of God and yet possessed an
inherent disposition towards choosing evil violates the character of God and
the nature of the law, since “it is repugnant to the law.” Turretin then points
to the first man’s existence as both holy and just, yet mutable. Adam could
choose either to stand righteous before God or choose evil. Here Turretin
finds the “proximate and proper cause of sin ... nowhere else than in the free
will of man” as influenced by the temptation of Satan and decreed to occur
from before creation by God in a way that excuses God from guilt.!

How does Turretin understand mankind’s free will considering God’s
sovereignty? Turretin’s understanding of God’s decree(s) must be understood
in order to better understand his view of free will and Adam’s fall. Earlier in
the Institutes, Turretin argues against the concept of middle knowledge and
the condition of God’s election on the absolute free will of man to choose.
Against “the design of the Socinians and their followers on this subject ...
to confirm the figment of middle knowledge (scientia media), to establish
election from foreseen faith and to extol the strength of the human will,”
Turretin argues that “there are no conditional decrees” of God since “every
decree of God is eternal; therefore it cannot depend upon a condition which
takes place only in time” God’s decrees are dependent only upon his will
and good pleasure. Turretin goes further than this and argues that any decree
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conditional upon a created being is “highly derogatory to God” and “cannot
and ought not to be ascribed to him,” since such an understanding of God’s
decree would indicate that God is reliant upon his own creation. Turretin
distinguishes between the decree of God that everyone who will be saved
will be saved “through legitimate means” against the view that the decree
is a conditional event. He argues that “although faith and perseverance are
related as the condition prerequisite to the decreed salvation (so that without
them it ought not to be expected), yet they hold not the relation of powerful
conditions to God’s eternal decree of bestowing salvation.” To Turretin, faith
and perseverance in the Christian are evidence of God’s decree of election
as opposed to conditions (foreseen by God before creation) for salvation.
Thus, following Turretin’s arguments, man is not free in the libertarian sense
(always able to choose one or the other option and unbound to either),*
rather, he is bound to make one choice and one choice alone according to
the divine decree.?

Given this understanding of God’s decree, how can man—and
especially Adam, who was created without flaw—Dbe held responsible
for sin? Turretin distinguishes between primary and secondary causes
ordained to happen by the decree. God decreed from before creation that
primary causes would be separate from secondary ones. As Turretin explains,

... the same decree which predetermined also determined the mode of futurition,
so that the things having necessary causes should happen necessarily and those
having contingent causes, contingently. Therefore the effect may properly be
called both necessary and contingent at the same time, but in different respects:
the former on the part of God and relative to the decree; the latter on the
part of the thing and relative to second and proximate causes which might be

disposed differently.*

Thus, all sin, while decreed to occur, is decreed to occur through only
secondary causes. Turretin maintains that “the decree which is the cause
of the futurition of sin is nevertheless neither its physical cause ... nor its
ethical cause ... So although sin necessarily follows the decree, it cannot
be said to flow from the decree” When creatures make choices and act
upon them, they are free to act on whatever desire they may possess and are
not compelled to act contrary to their desire. In this way they have free will;
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but they cannot be said to be innocent of their actions if they sin, since
they possess awareness of good and evil and willfully choose evil. With this
(very) brief analysis of Turretin’s view of man’s free will and God’s decree,
can now return to his exploration of the first sin.?

Turretin views Adam’s sin (and all future sins) both necessary and free:
“the former with respect to the decree ... the latter with respect to his will
and as to the mode.”® The actual process of Adam’s sin is, however, slightly
different than every other human sin afterward, since Adam was not
yet bound by the curse and was created fully good with no inclination
towards evil. Consequently, he had to corrupt himself as opposed to pre-
possessing any corruption. The ability to sin required an outward (and false)
idea proposed by an instrument that had already succumbed to such an idea,
hence the role of Satan. Turretin views the process by which Adam was
capable of sinning as such: first, due to Satan’s speech, Adam was “imbued
with a false idea ... [then] corrupted himself and ... received the error
suggested by Satan.” Because Adam was mutable—as a mortal creature,
capable of change —it should not “seem strange that man ... changed
and fell” God gave Adam the ability to sin and decreed from before time
(unknown to Adam) that Adam would do so, but did not compel him to
do so. Adam was first created with the desire to obey and please God but
was not given efficacious grace (grace given through the Holy Spirit that
would ensure proper desire), and so his desire was capable of being changed
through the imbibing of a falsehood.” Furthermore, Turretin points out
that such efficacious grace was not demanded of God. Combined with his
(correct) view of God’s absolute freedom and independence, it should be
asserted that no grace could be demanded of God, otherwise it could not
be considered grace and would place God in a position in which he could be
considered accountable to the demands of his creatures.®

Turretin’s position as to the cause(s) of Adam’s fall and the manner of its
possibility can, perhaps, be summarized in the following way. God decreed
that Adam would fall through the secondary causes of Satan’s temptation
leading to Adam’s subsequent change of desire through the imbibement
of Satan’s false reasoning. Because Adam was both mutable as a creature and
not bestowed efficacious grace, his desire could change to choose evil. So,
Adam’s desire changed, and that desire was acted upon by his own ability
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to choose. Through all this, God is not directly responsible for sin, although
he decreed that such a sin would occur through the free choice of Adam.

JAMES ANDERSON: THE AUTHORIAL MODEL OF PROVIDENCE

James Anderson, in his essay “Calvinism and the First Sin,” argues for
what he calls the Authorial Model of Providence against the Domino
Model of Providence. The Domino Model asserts that only one form of
causation exists in the universe, such that God directly causes E1, which
directly causes E2, E3, etc. “In the Domino Model,” Anderson explains,
“the lines of causation are entirely ‘horizontal” They all operate on the
same ontological plane. On this view, God and the universe amount to an
arrangement of univocal causal chains.” Thus, God’s causation is no different
than his creatures’ causation. This model of providence, Anderson asserts,
“Calvinists ... ought to firmly repudiate.” The Authorial Model of Providence,
as Anderson argues, defines two different forms of causation: a-causation
(divine causation) and B-causation (intramundane causation). a-Causation
is a fundamentally superior form of causation which decrees all things,
including P-causation, to occur, but is not morally responsible for any
B-causation which occurs.” Anderson describes the view in this way:

For every creature C: (1) God a-causes C to exist in the first place; (2)
God a-causes C to continue to exist (i.e., a-causally sustains C’s existence); and
(3) God a-causes C to have the B-causal powers that it has. Furthermore, as I
think Calvinists should also affirm: (4) God a-causes C to exercise its p-causal
powers in precisely the way that it does. Given that a-causation and p-causation
operate on different levels, we should avoid saying “God caused C to cause E,”

which suggests a univocal, horizontal causal chain.'

“On this way of thinking,” Anderson says, “God’s acts of creation and
providence are analogized to the human authoring of a novel”"! With this
view of providence in mind, Anderson is capable of defending a form of
compatibilism that excuses God from bearing any guilt for evil committed
by his creatures. As Anderson points out, in this compatibilist model, S
creatures choose evil at some time t when the S creature’s internal state
at t is combined with external circumstances (B-causes) at t. Yet this
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view poses the question: if all evil action is caused by a combination of
both internal and external B-causes, and P-causes cause creatures to sin
(a B-cause for post-Adamic humanity would be the fallen nature), then how
could Adam, whose “internal state prior to the first sin was wholly good,”
have sinned? There is seemingly no sufficient internal p-cause and “while the
external circumstances included a diabolical tempting agent, that outside
influence cannot be considered a sufficient explanation for Adam’s sin.”*?
Anderson swivels around this apparent flaw in the Authorial Model by
pointing out that “Calvinists can affirm that there is a sufficient ultimate
explanation for Adam’s sin: God decreed it. Indeed, there is a sufficient
causal explanation: God a-caused Adam’s sinning.”"* In this way, Anderson is
able to say that God’s decree that Adam would sin is a form of decree which
both guarantees that Adam will sin and that God is not responsible for
that sin, since God’s a-causation is of an entirely different form of causation
than that of creaturely p-causation.

Anderson, continuing, points out that “no doubt some will view this
response as a dodge,” then admits that “at this point I must confess that
further answers are not readily forthcoming” He then proposes what
he considers to be a possible way forward: “the phenomenon of akrasia:
weakness of will” According to Anderson, it is entirely possible that
Adam possessed a weak will and acted in contradiction to what he knew
to be correct. Admittedly, Anderson’s explanation of this process is not
particularly clear and even he admits that “in this case, this proposal is no
more problematic than the standard Christian claim that Adam was created
sinless but not impeccable, uncorrupted but not incorruptible”'*

My VIEwW

In order to begin a defense for my view of how Adam could sin and why
God is not morally responsible, I must first begin by summarizing a theodicy
for the overall problem of evil; specifically what Scott Christensen calls the
greater-glory theodicy for the problem of evil, which he accompanies with
a narrative defense. I agree with Christensen’s theodicy and his narrative
defense. This combination of defense and theodicy will help give the second
part of my view greater clarity. Then I will explain my own view in full by
using Christensen’s theodicy alongside Anderson’s Authorial Model of
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Providence and applying them to Adam while slightly adjusting the model
with my own understanding of how Adam could have generated his own
B-cause. To summarize, my view is that Adam was (1) able to sin because
he was a mutable creature with a lesser understanding of God’s glory and
(2) outwardly (through secondary, or B-causes) provided enough cause to
inwardly -cause his own sin.

In What About Evil? Christensen presents a comprehensive greater-glory
theodicy of the Bible. Before he begins his theodicy, however, he wisely
points out that “Scripture contains little in the way of explicit propositions
that might form a basis for constructing a theodicy” Anderson goes on to
explain that this is likely because “the power of a biblical theodicy is better
conveyed in the deeply affective nature of the metanarrative of Scripture ...
the monomyth.”'* The monomyth is the paradigm of all other stories. All good
stories contain fragments—usually broken, often misguided fragments,
but fragments nonetheless — of the biblical narrative. He then goes on to
briefly frame the storyline of the Bible using Freytag’s pyramid, placing
the Incarnation, Death, and Resurrection at the climax of the story.

Christensen locates the return of Christ and the arrival of the new heavens
and new earth at the denouement of the storyline. Here it is shown that not
only will the finale be as good as the perfect beginning, but it will be better.
The reason for this, Christensen claims, is that only after comprehending
the whole story and the horror which Christ suffered on our behalf will
we be able to truly appreciate God’s glory and our identity in him. As
Christensen says,

“When we, the redeemed of God, circumspectly reflect on the depths to which
the conflict has dragged us fallen creatures, then the glory of our redemption
begins to emerge ... When we realize that the divine hero was dragged even
deeper through the conflict we created, and then rose up victorious —this is

where glory is supremely magnified.”*¢

Christensen here appears to imply that one of the results of the glorified
state given to all Christians at the return of Christ will be a deeply powerful
emotional and perfectly accurate (though not all-encompassing) intellectual
understanding of Christ’s deeds as the great hero of history—an act which
was only possible due to the presence of sin. It is true that stories have a
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strong capability to move passions and change our thoughts. How much
more would the ultimate story be capable of moving us? But as Christensen
points out, “it is not enough for the mere showing of the story. There must be
a fuller telling of its meaning to clarify its remarkable power.””” Christensen’s
narrative argument flows into the greater-glory theodicy.

Christensen lays the greater-glory theodicy argument out like this:

1. God’s ultimate purpose in freely creating the world is to supremely magnify the
riches of his glory to all his creatures, especially human beings, who alone bear
his image.

2. God’s glory is supremely magnified in the atoning work of Christ, which is the
sole means of accomplishing redemption for human beings.

3. Redemption is unnecessary unless human beings have fallen into sin.

4. Therefore, the fall of humanity is necessary to God’s ultimate purpose in
creating the world.'®

Christensen portrays both the traditional monomyth U-shaped storyline
and his own view of the J-shaped Biblical/historical storyline. Whereas in
traditional monomyths, the story ends either slightly better, slightly worse,
or on par with the goodness of the beginning, the J-shaped picture of the
Biblical storyline ends infinitely better. This infinitely better ending is only
made possible through the horrible struggle of sin and the incarnation
of Christ. This is because, for God to maximize the glory attributed
to himself, he necessarily foreordained the fall of humanity and death and
resurrection of Christ.

But why were the death and resurrection of Christ so necessary?
Christensen argues that such an act was the only act capable of perfectly
displaying the mercy of God, which is made visible by both eternal
redemption and eternal punishment. “Thus, the maximization of
divine glory,” Christensen says, “is connected to two important realities.
First, maximal love to God’s creatures is uniquely displayed in his mercy
... Second, this mercy is further maximalized when contrasted with those
who get ... divine wrath.” Since such amazing mercy is only possible when
shown to completely undeserving creatures mired in sin, horrible sin must
be allowed to exist. Since God is fully good and just, then he would not
have created a world with more sin than is needed to properly express his
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mercy in a way that would fully ensure that redeemed humanity would
no longer be capable of sinning while present in good, glorified bodies.
In addition, the presence of hell as just punishment for sin would act as
equally important evidence for the glory of God and the magnificence of
his grace. Christensen continues, “Part of this maximal love is experienced
when sinners who have been pardoned by God’s mercy contemplate the
torments of the damned ... The Judge allowed his Son to absorb those fires
... in their stead, and this produces a far-reaching awe.” Hell both reveals the
punishment from which God redeemed the elect while also impressing
upon them the realities of the agony that Christ endured."”

Christensen’s theodicy contains particular importance for an explanation,
in part, of my own argument for why Adam and Eve were capable of sinning.
In the garden of Eden, neither Adam nor Eve had experienced the true
glory of God because they had what I consider to be a lesser understanding
of God’s mercy — and thus a lesser understanding of his glory — compared
to those who will be unable to sin upon the return of Christ. Unlike
humanity after the fall, Adam possessed no record of God’s redemptive acts.
He undoubtedly knew that God was good since he himself was created good
and in God’s image, thus he was not pre-possessing of any flaw (as Turretin
correctly argued); yet he had not experienced the full grace of God as
made evident through the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ and thus
did not possess a perfect ability to resist temptation. Given no outer source
of temptation, Adam would have continued to act in accordance with his
perfectly good desires; but when provided sufficient temptation through
an outward source, Adam’s understanding of God’s character would not be
(and was not) comprehensive enough to perfectly prevent a sinful rebellion.

From the beginning, Adam had been told that if he ate of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil, he would die. It is not clear that Adam could have
understood what death really meant, having never experienced it himself. A
creature with no experience of the curse could not appreciate its horrors. He
clearly passed this knowledge on to his wife, Eve, as is evidenced when, in
Genesis 3:3, she recalls her own slightly altered version of God’s command:

““You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the midst of the garden,
neither shall you touch it, lest you die.”*® Genesis 3:5 is the crux of Satan’s
lie in the Fall narrative: Satan promises Adam and Eve that they will be
like God, and verse 7 tells us that the tree was good, a delight to the eyes,
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and to be desired by Eve. Here are three descriptions which are meant to
be attributed to God. To one who had truly seen God in his full glory, who
has received miraculous grace and been given a mind to comprehend the
wonders of redemptive history, the tree would likely pale in comparison
to God’s own goodness and delightfulness. To an Adam and Eve who had
been witnesses to God’s marvelous splendor as made manifest through the
greatest story of all, desire could only ever be to serve in blissful obedience.
To do otherwise would be utterly unthinkable. Yet Adam and Eve had not
taken part in the grand narrative.

Turretin calls the special, empowering grace of God “efficacious grace”
He defines efficacious grace in this way: “grace (taken effectively) indicates
all the gifts (charismata) of the Holy Spirit gratuitously given to us by God:
whether ordinary ... for each one’s salvation bestowed upon us in calling,
conversion, and sanctification; or extraordinary or miraculous.”* This form
of grace is provided directly through the Holy Spirit’s action, who only
came to dwell in man permanently after the resurrection. Efficacious grace, as
Turretin defines it, could be said to only be rightly given by God after the
great sacrifice of his son and the revealing of his greater glory through the
death and resurrection, which required the arrival of the fullness of time
(Gal 4:4, Eph 1:10). Complete perfection, so that a person cannot sin, is not
achieved until the human person sees Christ in the flesh, is given new eyes
with which to see and a new heart and body with which to understand the
fullness of God’s glory. This, I imagine, will undoubtedly be a result of finally
understanding the fullness of God’s grace by reflecting on our own lives and
the reality of Christ’s sacrifice—an ability given through the efficacious
grace of the Holy Spirit.

Furthermore, not only was Adam capable of sinning due to a lack of
understanding the greater glory of God, but he was capable of sinning due
to his inherent nature as a creature capable of change. Adam was mutable,
not a rigid, unmoving thing. Moreover, he was created in the image of God.
While there are infinite differences between the creator and the creature,
to possess desire is something which is in God himself. God desires his
own glory: this can also be called his will, since he wills that he shall
receive glory. “God wills all created things not to make himself perfect,”
Turretin declares, “but to communicate himself and to manifest his goodness
and glory in them.””” A God without desire could not do anything but exist
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without aim. A God without desire could not even recognize his own glory.
Such a God would no longer be the God of the Bible. A human life without
desire would be incapable of enjoying the life given to him. A life without
desire would be incapable of bringing glory to God through loving devotion.
No real praise could erupt from a desireless creature. Yet unlike God, Adam’s
desires could change due to his nature. God cannot change (since he has
no need to); his creatures can (and should). Adam, though good, had the
ability to change. However, his being mutable should not be considered a
cause of his sin, but merely a good aspect of his nature. It is a blessing that
God bestowed his creation. Why is this so? The ability to change is a conduit
through which a finite creature can experience the infinite God, for through
it he may experience in a limited amount at different times and in different
ways different infinite aspects of the eternal God. Just as a stiff, dead tree
would be toppled by a large gust of wind, so would a creature incapable of
changing passions be destroyed by experiencing God.

Two premises have now been argued: first, that Adam had a weak
understanding of God’s glory due to a lack of knowledge and personal
experience of his efficacious grace, and second, that Adam was a creature
necessarily capable of change. Now I will discuss the process and manner
in which it was possible for Adam to have sinned in a way that excuses
God of moral responsibility for Adam’s evil act. Here, James Anderson’s
Authorial model of Providence will provide a useful way of conceiving
divine causation as contrasted with intramundane causation. As I
will argue, Anderson’s argument that Adam was his own intramundane
cause can be further elaborated upon, though I do not believe akrasia is
an adequate theory, neither do I believe that the claim that Adam was
not impeccable and was corruptible in his pre-fall state is problematic.”®
However, the Authorial model provides a useful theory for the two different
levels of causation. Anderson simply assumes that Satan’s temptation in
which Adam found himself did not provide enough intramundane cause,
but he does not consider that Satan himself is enough of an intramundane
cause to influence Adam’s internal intramundane cause, which itself (as in
all humans) becomes a self-generating cause for sin. Regardless, Adam’s fall
was still ultimately divinely caused.

Intramundane causation is the process by which all created things affect
other created things. All intramundane () causes remain on the same
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ontological level and can be said to directly impact one another. A moral
creature in the world is responsible for their actions, and they are also
impacted by other actions and situations. God, however, is not bound on
the same ontological plane as his creation. Divine (a) causation is altogether
above everything. The “authorial” aspect of Anderson’s modelis a particularly
helpful analogy. Much like a human author cannot be said to be guilty of the
crimes that his fictional characters commit, despite the author having dictated
that it would be so and writing in every necessary detail, so God cannot be
held guilty for his divine causation of evil. God’s divine causation is also
unbound by time and thus not the same as intramundane causation, which
moves moment by moment. Intramundane causes follow the domino effect,
in that one cause impacts another, which continues to impact others.
In contrast, divine causation is fully present at every moment and causes
every single domino to fall without being the p-cause. The a-cause did not
hit the other dominoes and watch them fall. It set every domino up, decided
that they would fall and at what times, and a-caused each one to fall just
as the dominoes hit each other as they B-caused each other to fall. Given
this model, God is never morally reprehensible for sin while also divinely
causing sinful actions.

The Authorial model of Providence is useful; however, how can it explain
the first sin? If human evil is a result of a combination of internal and external
intramundane causes, how could a perfect creature with no sinful disposition
have fallen? Adam, if he was created good in the image of God, could not
have contained a disposition to create sinful intramundane causes. It seems a
perfect disposition would result in only good causes. Before I continue, I will
admit that any attempt to further explain the process through which the first
human sin came about is mostly theory. As any wise theologian will admit,
the true origin of sin is a mystery. A quick gaze at the vast sum of ever-
changing scholarship on the complexities of the human mind, the mystery
of death, eternal life, and the human soul, should be evidence enough that
we are far from close to determining the mystery of sin. Anything other than
speculation is beyond human knowledge. As Herman Bavinck points out,

“we must be satisfied with the straightforward account of Scripture ... Sin was
brought into being by the will of the creature ... It is unlawfully there but its
existence is no accident.”**Anthony Hoekema concurs when he writes, “The
fact that we can discern ... stages in the temptation and fall of our first parents
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... does not mean that we have in the Genesis narrative an explanation for the

entrance of sin into the human world.””® With this said, I will continue to
(humbly) present a possible theory of the process of the first sin.

As Anderson has argued, the lies of Satan cannot be the sole cause
of Adam’s fall. If it were, then Adam could not have been considered
morally reprehensible. Interior motives from a moral creature must also
account for sin. How could Adam, who possessed only good motives,
have sinned? Under the Authorial model, Adam must have become his
own p-cause. Satan’s deceptive words promised a theoretical scenario
in which Adam and Eve would be like God. Adam, knowing God to be a
beautiful and powerful being, must have used, perhaps for the first time,
what all humans possess to some degree: an imagination. This imagination,
introduced to a new idea (the possibility of Godhood and rebellion),
unchecked by a greater understanding of God’s glory, and capable
of changing, must have fueled a new desire: a desire to usurp God. Bavinck
explains it straightforwardly: “The mind entertains the idea of sin, the
imagination beautifies and converts it into a fascinating ideal, desire reaches
out to it, and the will goes ahead and does it.”® It is possible that, before
the curse of death, Adam’s perfect mind could present far grander, far more
illustrious imaginations than any human afterward. So, though Satan’s lie
was not enough of a B-cause to explain the first human sin, it was certainly
enough to compel Adam’s powerful, perfect imagination which, upon
creating itself an imaginative concept, was enough to redirect Adam’s desire
for good to a desire to please himself rather than God. Most importantly,
God a-caused Adam’s sin. The sin was willfully p-caused by Adam while
being willed to exist by God.

Two PossSIiBLE OBJECTIONS

There are two possible objections to my proposal.

First, the authorial model of providence seems to regress
infinitely backward. The argument may work to explain the first human sin,
but it cannot pertain to the first actual sin, namely Satan’s. If a creature
requires both external and internal circumstances in which to sin, and if
Satan was created good in a perfectly good creation absent of any sinful thing,
then how could he have fallen? Surely his fall required at least a sufficient
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outward prompt, just like Adam’s fall. The problem seems to infinitely
regress unless you consider God to have directly caused Satan’s fall, in which
case we must say he is morally repugnant, and Satan is innocent.

Second, the divine author analogy breaks down because, unlike
human authors, God’s authorship creates actual living beings. God is also
intimately involved and fully present within the story, so much so that he
physically entered it through the incarnation. Unlike a human author, God’s
creation is capable of genuinely acknowledging him, morally choosing, and
feeling real pain. God’s creation is real; thus, he is both morally obligated to
ensure they do not suffer and morally reprehensible for allowing them to sin;
much like a pet-owner is morally responsible for allowing an unchained,
violent beast to maul an infant knowing that given the option, the dog would
do so.

Responses to These Two Objections

As to the first objection, all Christians must admit that the manner of
Satan’s fall is truly a mystery. The Bible does not present a comprehensive
explanation and most references to the nature of Satan’s fall are vague.”’
While the Bible considers angelic beings to be morally responsible, we are
not given details regarding the exact nature or manner of their fall, though
pride seems to be the sin. While sin emerged from pride in Adam as
well, Bavinck wisely advises that “We must not, however, think of angelic
and human sin and fall in parallel terms”*® Angelic beings are entirely
different creatures and, unlike humanity, were not created in the image of
God. Whereas Adam was led astray (i.e.,, provided an external p-cause),
Satan’s sin seems to have emerged entirely from within himself. Bavinck
points out that Satan’s tempting words were aimed at the fleshly aspects of
human embodiment; “the lust of the eyes, the craving of the flesh, and the
pride of life”” However, like humanity, Satan is still a creature; thus, he is
ontologically beneath God. This is why we can say that God is not morally
responsible for Satan’s sin: God a-caused Satan’s fall, and God’s a-causes are
always good and always end in his greater glory. Furthermore, Satan’s acts
as a creature do not contradict the compatibilist notion of freedom, since
he seems to act only according to his greatest desires, all of which are evil.
Whatever the exact nature of spiritual beings, it seems that Satan does not
desire reconciliation with God or repentance. Finally, Satan fits into the
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greater-glory theodicy as the ultimate enemy in the grand narrative. Evil
must have a first cause, and Satan willfully accepts that role. Much more
can be said on this point. However, the aim of this paper was to defend the
possibility of Adam’s sinning, not Satan’s.

As to the second objection, I have two responses. First, the objection
assumes that God does not have a greater good for allowing his creation
to suffer and/or commit evil. As I have already argued, I believe God
does have a greater good, namely, the display of his glory. Second, the
objection makes the mistake that God and his creatures exist on a similar
ontological plane. In the case of the zookeeper analogy, both the zookeeper
and the animal are kinds of creatures. They exist on the same ontological
level and so the zookeeper is held to certain expectations and demands
within his ontological reality (i.e. he is morally responsible for any acts taken
against another creature within his ontological realm). While the author
analogy is not perfect (no analogy is), one of its primary purposes is to
express just how vastly different God is from his creatures. He does not exist
on the same ontological level as that which he creates. Furthermore, unlike
the zookeeper, God is his own authority. He is beholden to no one else
but himself. If God were morally responsible for his creation, then he would
cease to be the God of the Bible. The incarnation is such an unfathomably
remarkable event in time because God was not obligated to save us. If he were,
then Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection would have been entirely expected
and quite unremarkable.

CONCLUSION

The exact origin of sin and how it could have arisen within a morally good
creature such as Adam is a mystery. However, the greater-glory theodicy
provides a compelling defense for a compatibilist view of Adam’s fall. Adam’s
capability to sin despite his existence as a good creature is not entirely
inexplicable if one considers his creaturely aspects, namely, his mutability
and imagination. Furthermore, the Authorial Model of Providence provides
an adequate logical defense for God’s divine causation of Adam’s sin.
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In 1998, I published a survey of a dozen of the best exegetical commentaries
on the book of Joshua in the SBJT, in conjunction with having completed
my own commentary on the book in the New American Commentary
series (NAC).! I have now completed a comprehensive revision of that
commentary for a new series, the Christian Standard Commentary (CSC),?
and so I am delighted that Stephen Wellum, editor of SBJT, has agreed to let
me revisit that survey again in these pages.

In the original survey, I first addressed what a commentary is, how best
to use one, and how to go about building a library of commentaries on
any given biblical book, and I reproduce much of that discussion here
(though in expanded and reorganized fashion). I then selected the twelve
best exegetical commentaries that in my judgment would help pastors,
students, and well-motivated laypeople to mine the riches of the biblical
text of Joshua. This time around, I do the same, keeping some from the
original survey and adding others. I again select the dozen best—my
own opinion, so caveat lector! (“let the reader beware!”). In this survey, I
have limited myself to commentaries published in the last thirty years, with
one significant exception.’
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WHAT 1S A COMMENTARY?

In its most basic sense, a commentary simply makes comments on a text. In
the best commentaries, these comments are not random or impressionistic
statements that may or may not have a legitimate connection with the
meaning of the text at hand. Rather, they focus on the given text, and on
clarifying the text’s meaning.

Commentaries do this using different tools. The first step is determining
which text is to be clarified. Many commentators provide their own original
translation and textual notes, which explain which ancient versions are
being followed. Others use an established English translation as the basis
for their comments. The commentaries by Butler, Dozeman, Goldingay,
Nelson, Pitkinen, and Woudstra mentioned below each provide an
original translation, while the others use an existing translation. The best
commentators always refer to the original languages in their research,
however, and all the works evaluated below do this. Expositors whose
Hebrew is weak, or who do not know Hebrew at all, should not despair. All
the commentaries recommended below can be used profitably even without
such a knowledge; most of them refer to technical details in footnotes,
endnotes, or special sections, and, when Hebrew is included in the text, it
is usually transliterated into Roman characters and translated into English.

Good commentaries orient readers to the manifold settings of the text.
These include historical, archaeological, literary, and theological settings,
at least. Knowing about the historical context of the events written about
in a text, and what light archaeological excavations might have shed
on them, is important for an expositor in establishing a proper framework
for interpretation. An expositor should also have confidence in the
historical accuracy of the text, and attention to the historical context can
help in this regard, as well. The literary and theological settings of the text
concern how it fits in with the message of other biblical books and the major
theological motifs of the Bible, including the N'T, and the best commentaries
include attention to these, as well.

Good commentaries then take readers through each passage, digging deep
into the content of the chapters, paragraphs, and verses. They explain the
meanings of the words, phrases, clauses, sentences, and paragraphs, and
follow the flow of logic in the text. They take readers back and forth between
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the “forest” and the “trees,” giving proper attention (1) to the broad sweep
of the large literary units and the theological messages at this level and (2)
to the details of the individual words and phrases. Such commentaries also
show how the two levels interact with each other.

In many places, texts prove difficult to understand and interpretations vary.
The best commentaries discuss these issues, including at least the major
alternative interpretations, and then lead readers to a reasoned conclusion.

Commentaries can be broadly divided into three types:

exegetical, homiletical, and devotional. “Exegesis” can be defined as
“the practice of and the set of procedures for discovering the author’s
intended meaning,” and I have been describing exegetical commentaries
in the remarks above. Homiletical (or “preaching”) commentaries are
much more self-consciously focused upon making relevant applications
of the text to the modern, contemporary world, and they commonly refer
to events, ideas, and movements in contemporary culture. As such, they
often have an immediate relevance, but they also can become outdated as
the culture changes. Most such commentaries are weak concerning the
exposition of the text’s meaning, compared to exegetical commentaries.
Devotional commentaries are often similar, but their focus usually is
more individualistic. Often, they are very impressionistic, commenting at
random on individual verses or portions of verses, but paying little or no
attention to their contexts.

I recommend that pastors use exegetical commentaries in their teaching
and sermon preparation. If pastors learn well the message of the text,
then many relevant applications should naturally come to mind. Pastors
will naturally know their own congregations and immediate cultures
much better than most commentators, and so they can easily apply the
truths and principles derived from a detailed exegesis of the text to their
own context. If homiletical commentaries are used, I recommend they
be used where their strengths lie: in bringing in relevant illustrations and
making proper application.

However, careful expositors—having worked in depth on the text
themselves and consulted a few good exegetical commentaries to flesh out
their exposition (see below, on “How to Use a Commentary”) —will not
need to rely on a homiletical commentary’s attempts at exegesis, which
are almost always weaker than exegetical commentaries at this point.
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Furthermore, having done their own in-depth study of the text, expositors
will be in a good position to evaluate a commentary’s success at making
proper application, that is, application that faithfully arises from the text
at hand.

Oftentimes, points that many preachers and teachers try to make in
applying biblical truths to the modern day will certainly be true—but in
too many cases, these points are not supported by the texts appealed to.
Expositors firmly rooted in the text itself, supported by a few, judiciously
selected commentaries, will be well equipped to make proper and relevant
application of the Scriptures to the audiences they minister to.

How 10 USE A COMMENTARY

Caution: Even the best commentaries can be dangerous to expositors’
spiritual health and exegetical skills! Why is this? Because, if they become a
substitute for the Bible itself, then expositors have abdicated their awesome
responsibility of “rightly dividing the word of truth” (2 Tim 2:15). They
have closed their minds to the riches of the Scriptures and have settled for a
pale imitation, someone’s words about Scripture.

The temptation all too often for expositors is to read the Scripture text
through once or twice and then hurry to the commentaries for their
insights into the text. The sermon or the lesson becomes a compilation of
miscellaneous comments about what different commentators think.

Far better for the expositor to translate the text for himself or herself, to
mull over and over again the nuances and flow of thought in the text, reading
the original text and their translation 15-20 times. For those without
knowledge of the original language, far better to work in a similar manner:
read the text in two or three English translations 15-20 times, and then
to devote most of the remaining time —before the actual crafting of the
lesson or the sermon — to identifying the key sentences in each paragraph,
key words and thoughts, the flow of ideas, and so forth. Being saturated
with the text after multiple readings is essential for faithful, godly preaching
and teaching.

After extensive interaction such as this, many questions and problems
will have answered themselves, and the expositor will have had the joy of
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discovery and internalizing of the truths of the text in a way that would not
be possible by merely perusing various commentaries.

Then, a few commentaries can be consulted in order to shed
light on remaining knotty questions, historical context, literary and
theological contexts, and possible textual difficulties. Good commentaries
contain a wealth of such information. However, expositors do not need
a commentary to help them state the obvious, such as “This is what verse
2 says.” Expositors should develop their own exegetical skills so that they can
use commentaries in those places where they can truly be helpful, and keep
from developing an unhealthy dependency on them. Commentaries should
be tools of exegesis, not crutches.

I recommend, therefore, that pastors practice expository teaching and
preaching through books of the Bible (or portions of books, if the books are
extraordinarily lengthy) as their primary approach. With such an approach,
pastors and congregations can be immersed in the overall message of a book
in its context, along the lines suggested above, and not just isolated verses
or passages.

How 10 BUILD A GOOD LIBRARY OF COMMENTARIES

Most seminary students and pastors can recall seeing their own professors’
or pastors’ libraries, beholding with a sense of awe the thousands of volumes
therein, and wondering how they will ever be able to build such a library
of their own. The publishing options have exploded since I began graduate
studies in the mid-1970s, including many great new evangelical publishers
and commentary series. If a person had unlimited financial resources —and
shelf space in one’s house! —one could easily accumulate several dozen
multi-volume commentary sets, many of them composed of 30-40 stand-
alone volumes (the NAC, for example, runs to forty-five hefty volumes!).

So what is the average student or pastor with more limited resources
to do? In recent years, there has also been an explosion of online resources,
including many blogs and self-published resources, and the temptation
can be to rely primarily on these. I urge caution with this type of resource,
however, since most of them are not vetted at all by editors or scholars who
know the field well (though of course many bloggers are established scholars
themselves whose online work can be trusted).
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But many respected academic resources, including commentaries, are also
available online directly through their publishers (for a purchase price) or
through established Bible software resources such as Logos or Accordance.
Usually individual commentaries, and commentary series, are available as
modules in these platforms, frequently at more affordable prices than stand-
alone hard copies would be.

I recommend that every student and pastor should have at least one multi-
volume commentary set in their library, whether in Logos/Accordance or in
hard copy. Some of the non-technical works I mention below are in relatively
affordable series that can be good starter sets.

Beyond this, I recommend that expositors should make it a goal eventually
to own several commentaries on any given book. This can easily be done
by scheduling preaching or teaching series through their preferred book
and purchasing 3-5 commentaries on that book at that time. If they do this,
then expositors can build up their libraries of commentaries over time, in a
systematic way, as they preach or teach through different books.

For the book of Joshua, there should be plenty to choose from in the
list below.

EXEGETICAL COMMENTARIES ON JOSHUA

The dozen (plus one) best and most important exegetical commentaries on
the book of Joshua published in the last thirty years are evaluated below. Not
all of these are recommended for purchase, but they all are important works
in standard commentary series, and pastors and students will be well served
by at least knowing about each one, the approaches each one takes, and its
strengths and weaknesses. All can be consulted with profit.

Six of the twelve below are technical commentaries, exploring all manner
of issues in depth, but they can nevertheless very useful in a variety of ways:
those by Butler, Dozeman, Goldingay, Nelson, Pitkinen, and Woudstra. Six
are less technical and yet will serve the needs of most pastors and teachers
very well: those by Coleson, Dallaire, Firth, Hess, Lennox, and Reimer.
The list includes four that I recommended in 1998 (Butler, Hess, Nelson,
Woudstra) and eight published since then. All are from the last thirty years,
save one (Woudstra, 1981).
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My criteria for evaluation include a commentary’s thoroughness, attention
to the text’s message as we have it, evangelical (or non-evangelical) stance,
and all-round usefulness for preaching and teaching.

Top TWELVE COMMENTARIES ON JOSHUA (PLUS ONE)

1. Butler, Trent C. Joshua 1- 12, Joshua 13 - 24. Word Biblical Commentary
7A and 7B. 2nd ed. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014, 923 pp.

This is a thoroughgoing revision, updating, and greatly expanded edition
of the author’s 1983 one-volume offering in the Word series. It is the most
detailed commentary all-round on Joshua (along with Thomas Dozemanys),
consistent with the Word series in which it is located. Butler gives a good
original translation and excellent textual notes. He then proceeds with
insightful comments about the text’s form and structure, verse-by-verse
comments, and helpful theological reflections. Butler demonstrates an
encyclopedic knowledge of the literature on Joshua and delves deeply into
any issue one can think of. The work’s major flaw is its too-easy acceptance
of higher-critical orthodoxy concerning the history of traditions and
sources that supposedly went into the composition of the book. In the
revision, Butler addresses critics who pointed this out in the first edition, but
mostly, he doubles down on his original arguments, so it must be used with
some caution. Nevertheless, it is a valuable work, with many exceptional
comments about text, grammar, and theology. Good, all-round treatment.

2. Coleson, Joseph. “Joshua,” pp. 1-183 in P. W. Comfort, et al., eds.,
Cornerstone Biblical Commentary. Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House,
2012, 183 pp.

A very readable, brief commentary in the Cornerstone series, a solidly
evangelical series based on the New Living Translation (NLT). It includes
the text of the NLT, followed by limited but useful technical notes and helpful
commentary on each section of the book. It has no footnotes but includes a
seven-page bibliography at the end. A helpful, entry-level contribution.
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3. Dallaire, Hélene, “Joshua,” pp. 815-1042 in T. Longman III and David E.
Garland, eds., The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Revised Edition. Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2012, 228 pp.

A strength of this work is the series in which it is located, the Expositor’s
Bible Commentary (EBC), edited by Tremper Longman and David Garland,
a2010s revision of the highly regarded evangelical series from the 1970 - 80s,
edited by Frank Gaebelein, both based on the New International Version
(NIV). Dallaire’s work is consistently irenic; on controversial issues (e.g.,
date of the Exodus or the destruction of the Canaanites), she surveys the
main options in a fair manner and then cautiously states her agreement with
this or that position. Her work is fairly brief in its treatments of individual
texts (e.g., only two pages on the much-discussed sun-and-moon passage of
Josh 10:12—14). She is at her best in the Introduction, where she introduces
the book well, laying out all the major issues for interpreters to be apprised
of in order to best understand the book.

4. Dozeman, Thomas B. Joshua 1- 12, Joshua 13 -24. Anchor Yale Bible 6B
and 6C. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015, 2023, 1040 pp.

This work stands as the most comprehensive of all Joshua commentaries
(along with Trent Butler’s), as is the trend toward monumental tomes in
the Anchor Yale Bible series (e.g., it includes 66 and 45-page bibliographies
in the two volumes). Dozeman is firmly situated in the critical tradition
prevalent today, especially viewing the book of Joshua through the lens
of violence, i.e., that it is a mostly negative book whose “colonialist” and
“genocidal” message must be rejected in the modern day.* Nevertheless,
Dozeman’s translation, textual notes, attention to central themes and literary
structure for each section, and his exegetical work are second to none, and
certainly worth consulting for such questions.®

S. Firth, David G. Joshua. Evangelical Biblical Theology Commentary.
Bellingham: Lexham Academic, 2021, 425 pp.

Firth, an Australian evangelical, has written an excellent commentary in
a new evangelical series whose distinguishing feature is “its orientation
toward Christian proclamation,” based on the Christian Standard Bible
(CSB). Although it is not a “technical” commentary in the strict sense —
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the pages are not cluttered with endless footnotes or in-depth discussions
of minutiae — it is refreshingly comprehensive in its exegesis and attention
to theological issues. Firth regularly gives attention to “bridges” between
Joshua and the NT and also the modern day. It is an insightful, readable, and
very helpful work.

6. Goldingay, John. Joshua. Baker Commentary on the Old Testament
Historical Books. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2023, 507 pp.

This is a solid work by a British evangelical in a new, in-depth evangelical
series. Each section provides an “Overview” of the text at hand, Goldingay’s
own translation and textual notes, followed by “Interpretation” and

“Theological Reflections” sections. Goldingay has consistently good
exegetical insights, and often comments with his signature cheeky, easy-to-
read style. He does not ignore difficult modern-day issues: for example, he
interacts with modern, postcolonial readings of the text, but consistently
affirms what the book itself affirms, that God is over all and sometimes works
in ways that we might not prefer or understand. A very insightful work.

7. Hess, Richard S. Joshua: An Introduction and Commentary. Tyndale Old
Testament Commentaries. Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1996, 320 pp.

This remains one of the best commentaries on Joshua today, despite its
being three decades old now. Its series, the Tyndale OT series, is reliably
evangelical and readily accessible to pastors and laypeople alike, based on
the NIV (though the NIV text is not included in the commentary itself). In
its short scope (320 small-sized pages), Hess’s work accomplishes far more
than most other commentaries, including much longer ones, and it is without
question the best value for the money. Hess is conservative and evangelical
in his approach, and his comments consistently defend the reliability of
the text and the historicity of the events described in it. Nearly every page
bristles with valuable exegetical insights, and he interacts well with the very
latest scholarship as of 1996. Hess does not waste a word: practically every
sentence is pregnant with an awareness of many issues at hand —literary,
archaeological, historical, theological. An added bonus is Hess’s consistent
attention to NT themes that arise out of the material at hand in Joshua, one
of the few commentaries on Joshua to do so. Indispensable.
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8. Lennox, Stephen J. Joshua: A Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition. New
Beacon Bible Commentary. Kansas City: Beacon Hill, 2015, 303 pp.

A very accessible work in a series devoted to “the best scholarship in the
Wesleyan theological tradition,” though there is little distinctively “Wesleyan”
in this particular volume; it takes a firmly evangelical stance throughout.
Working with the NIV (not included in the text), Lennox provides a helpful
introduction, followed by paragraph-by-paragraph commentary divided
into three parts: “Behind the Text,” “In the Text,” and “From the Text,”
representing introductory matters, commentary proper, and modern-day
trajectories, respectively. A brief, but very helpful work.

9. Nelson, Richard D. Joshua: A Commentary. Old Testament Library.
Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1997, 310 pp.

This slim volume is one of the best mainstream critical commentaries, still
useful after three decades. Nelson provides his own translation, textual notes,
and extensive exegetical notes. He is no evangelical; he operates within a
higher-critical framework, devoting considerable attention to reconstructing
the hypothetical sources behind the text, and he is very skeptical concerning
the actual historicity of most of the events in the book (though he does
not engage with recent, trendy issues such as postcolonialism). On the
positive side, this work helpfully pays much attention to matters of the
message of the text in its received form, and it makes many very useful and
insightful comments.

10. Pitkdnen, Pekka M. A. Joshua. Apollos Old Testament Commentary 6.
Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2010, 454 pp.

This is an in-depth work in a broadly evangelical series aimed at providing
“not only tools of excellence for the academy, but also tools of function for the
pulpit,” and it accomplishes its aims well. Pitkdnen provides his own original
translation, textual notes, background information, along with detailed
exegetical notes. These are followed by discussions of modern-day concerns
arising from the text, and as such, will serve pastors and teachers well.

176



Revisiting Commentaries on Joshua

11. Reimer, David. “Joshua,” pp. 311-508 in I. M. Duguid, J. M. Hamilton,
Jr, and]. Sklar, eds., ESV Expository Commentary: Vol. 2: Deuteronomy—
Ruth. Wheaton: Crossway, 2021, 198 pp.

This is a fine contribution in a solid new evangelical series from a Reformed
perspective, based on the English Standard Version (ESV). The author is
conversant with current trends in Joshua studies and consistently affirms
orthodox positions, but with a minimal amount of jargon or excessive
footnoting. An especially helpful feature of the work is the “Response”
after every section, where issues of application and theology are dealt with,
including regular attention to N'T trajectories.

12. Woudstra, Marten H. The Book of Joshua. New International
Commentary on the Old Testament. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981,
396 pp.

The NICOT series has long stood as the gold standard of in-depth,
evangelical series, and Woudstra is an excellent representative of that series.
He is clearly committed to the authority and integrity of the book of Joshua,
and his commentary focuses on its literary and theological distinctives and

message. Woudstra provides his own translation, and he is very sensitive to

small nuances in the text missed by many commentators. He intentionally
focuses his attention on literary, as opposed to historical and archaeological,
matters, but his is one of the very best commentaries on the text of Joshua. It

has remained the most detailed evangelical commentary for four decades —
until the appearance of Pitkinen’s, Goldingay’s, and my own—and is still

essential reading.

13. Howard, David M., Jr. Joshua. Christian Standard Commentary 6
(Nashville: Holman Reference, 2026), 688 pp.

I make so bold as to include my own commentary as a “bonus” selection,
to be published in 2026. It is a revision of my 1998 volume in the NAC
series, based on the NIV. The NAC series has established itself alongside
the NICOT series as the most in-depth evangelical commentary series,
and the CSC continues in that tradition, using the CSB as its base text. My
primary aim here (as it was in the first edition) has been to attempt an in-
depth exegesis of each passage in the body of the commentary; matters of
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background, archaeology, apologetics, and the like are mainly found in the

Introduction, in footnotes, and in several excurses. One special new feature

is the “Biblical-Theological Reflections” after every chapter, where I have

attempted to integrate each chapter’s messages and themes with larger

themes in biblical theology, including looking at the NT more frequently

than I had in the first edition; this is in keeping with the stated goals and
approach of the CSC, which I applaud.
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David M. Howard, Jr., “Evaluating Commentaries on Joshua,” The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 2.3 (Fall
1998), 4-10; idem, Joshua, New American Commentary S (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1998).
David M. Howard, Jr., Joshua, Christian Standard Commentary 6 (Nashville: Holman Reference, 2026).
This is not by any means to say that older commentaries have no value; they do, of course. Two of the best
classics by orthodox scholars are those by John Calvin (Commentaries on the Book of Joshua [ Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, n.d.]), which he completed in six months, shortly before his death in 1564 —a monumental
achievement; and C. F. Keil (The Book of Joshua [ Commentary on the Old Testament (by Keil and Delitzsch)]
[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975 reprint (1863 original)]). Keil was a conservative German scholar whose
exegetical insights are still valuable today, as are Calvin’s.
“Postcolonialist” and feminist interpretations predominate in critical biblical scholarship today. Perhaps this
is best illustrated in Carolyn Sharp’s recent commentary, where she acknowledges her debt to “the pantheon
of feminist and postcolonial biblical scholars.” Her discussion of “Joshua and the Rhetoric of Violence” begins
“Joshua is a genocidal and colonizing text” (see Carolyn J. Sharp, Joshua, Smith and Helwys Bible Commentary
[Macon, GA: Smith and Helwys, 2019], 44 - 53; quote from p. 44); her next section is entitled “Postcolonial
Resistance” (pp. 53-7). Such views also tend to lead organically to biases against the modern-day state of Is-
rael, seen in such works as Rachel Havrelock, The Joshua Generation: Israeli Occupation and the Bible (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2020).
Dozeman’s is a replacement in the Anchor Bible series of the still-helpful commentary by Robert G. Boling
and G. Ernest Wright, Joshua (Anchor Bible 6; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1982).
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The Wisdom of Sirach. Eerdmans Critical Commentary. By Walter T. Wilson.
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2023, xvi + 620 pp., $85.99.

Walter T. Wilson is a professor of New Testament (NT) at Candler School of
Theology, Emory University. As an accomplished scholar, he has published
critical editions of the Sentences of Pseudo-Phocylides (University of Michigan,
2005) and the Sentences of Sextus (SBL, 2012), as well as a commentary on
Philo’s On Virtues (Brill, 2010) and the Eerdmans Critical Commentary
(ECC) volume on the Gospel of Matthew (2022). The current volume is
Wilson’s commentary for Eerdmans on the Deuterocanonical book Sirach.
The series is geared toward an academic and serious general readership
and offers their readers critical notes and commentary on the text’s literary,
historical, cultural, and theological aspects. Wilson’s The Wisdom of Sirach
accomplishes these goals by offering insightful commentary on the text
and guidance on how the book’s sapiential thought relates to biblical and
nonbiblical wisdom literature. The commentary examines Sirach from four
interpretive contexts: the book’s historical and social context, the biblical
(Old Testament [OT] and OT Apocrypha) scope of the text, the world
of Second Temple Judaism, and the development of ancient wisdom
literature (1).

Wilson begins by introducing the reader to critical issues of authorship,
original text, and provenance (1-10). He affirms that the text’s author is a
scribe and sage named Ben Sira (2). However, he is open to the possibility
of pseudonymity and/or portions of the book being created or compiled
by a sage other than Ben Sira (2-3). Appealing to internal evidence,
Wilson argues that the original audience is likely comprised of young men
training to become scribes themselves (6). Wilson briefly comments on
the Hebrew and Greek versions of the text and how these versions diverge
from each other (4-5). The introduction also includes an overview of
the book’s major themes, including the fear of the Lord, the relationship
between wisdom and Torah, theodicy, and a substantial survey of the
content of Sirach’s practical wisdom (10-19). The introduction includes
a measured discussion on how to understand Sirach’s dependence (or
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lack thereof) on biblical and nonbiblical wisdom traditions (20-22).
Related to Wilson’s expertise, the commentary has a valuable discussion on
various forms of expressions used to communicate the book’s content (23 -
28). He closes the introduction with an outline of the entire book of Sirach
(28-39).

The rest of the commentary is organized around Wilson’s
proposed structure. Consequently, following his commentary on the

“Prologue” of Sirach, The Wisdom of Sirach is divided into nine sections,
each subdivided into numbered parts. Generally, the commentary on each
passage begins by situating the text in its literary context. Wilson effectively
assists readers in finding the coherence between the material that precedes
and follows. He demonstrates how Sirach utilizes known forms in wisdom
literature when structural features are present in the passage.

In general, The Wisdom of Sirach provides readers with three to five pages
of commentary on each pericope. The author analyzes phrases and themes
that emerge from the text in question. Wilson often relates these themes to
other passages within Sirach, giving readers a greater sense of how Sirach
develops ideas throughout the work. Additional comments typically
involve connecting the ideas or sapiential themes of the text with biblical
literature and/or other ancient texts within the ancient wisdom genre.
The commentary concludes with a highly useful bibliography of primary
and secondary sources, along with an author index, subject index, and
Scripture index.

One of the strengths of Wilson’s commentary is his mastery of ancient
wisdom traditions, both biblical and non-biblical. The reader is presented
with a continuous flow of intertextual connections between Sirach and the OT,
particularly in the books of Proverbs and Psalms. Additionally, Wilson
provides extensive comparisons between Sirach and the OT Apocrypha, as
well as comparisons with writings from the Jewish Pseudepigrapha. Readers
who are less familiar with the gnomic literature of the ancient Near East or
of the Greco-Roman world will be exposed to a significant portion of these
texts through the commentary. The section on Sirach 24:1-22 is especially
strong in this regard. The author assembles an impressive array of biblical
and extrabiblical allusions when commenting on Sirach’s poem on Woman
Wisdom (282-87).
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The comparison of Ben Sira’s teachings with other examples of wisdom
literature can pose challenges. As Wilson explains, “It is often difficult
to determine when Ben Sira is dependent on a specific literary source
(i, citing something), as opposed to drawing more loosely on scriptural
traditions as a general fund of themes and motifs” (20). The commentary
strikes a healthy balance by acknowledging Ben Sira’s dependence on
earlier biblical traditions while also illustrating that he sometimes reworks
traditional material to create new combinations of content (22). Despite
the significant record of intertextual connections, Wilson allows the book of
Sirach to maintain a distinctive voice.

Overall, the commentary differentiates between Sirach’s reliance on
biblical traditions, such as the books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, and
sapiential texts beyond the biblical canon, including those from Egyptian
and Greco-Roman contexts. Regarding the former, Wilson employs terms
like “influence” and “inspiration” (169, 179, 281) along with “based on’
(287). For non-Jewish sources, he references “cross-cultural pollination” to

»

draw parallels (23). For instance, while recognizing conceptual similarities
between Sirach and a Greco-Roman text (the myth of Pandora), he is
reluctant to ascribe direct influence (301). Nevertheless, the author does
mention that a “possible source” for Ben Sira’s advice on moderation and
banqueting (31:20) is Papyrus Insinger (352), and he cites the Elegies of
Theognis as a potential source for 31:26 (353). Although his statements
here are cautious, the author’s abrupt shift regarding Sirach’s dependence
on extrabiblical traditions prompts questions that the commentary does
not address.

For students studying Sirach to grasp the Jewish background and context
of the N'T, Wilson occasionally compares content from Sirach with passages
from the NT. Sirach’s teachings on dining etiquette and the potential
embarrassment that the wealthy can cause to those who are economically
disadvantaged (13:7, 8 - 13) provide valuable insights into the apostle Paul’s
confrontation with the Corinthian church in 1 Cor 11:22 (164). However,
the commentary primarily assists NT students through Wilson’s careful
historical and social analysis of the text of Sirach (128, 143, 159, 336).

The Wisdom of Sirach diverges from the ECC’s stated goal of providing an
original translation. Instead, the commentary relies on the New Revised
Standard Version. The author occasionally highlights semantic features of
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the original text that inform interpretation. However, the commentary offers
limited guidance on the grammatical and syntactical aspects of either the
extant original Hebrew text or Greek versions.

Wilson has provided students and scholars of Sirach with an insightful
and valuable resource. The author’s expertise in ancient gnomic literature
and his dedicated interest in interpreting the text of Sirach on its own terms
establishes The Wisdom of Sirach as an essential resource to consult.

Garrett S. Craig, PhD Candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Appearing of God Our Savior: A Theology of 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus. By
Claire S. Smith. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2025, xxi + 168 pp., $21.99 paper.

Claire Smith, author of Pauline Communities as “Scholastic Communities”:
A Study of the Vocabulary of “Teaching” in 1 Corinthians, 1 & 2 Timothy and
Titus (Mohr Siebeck, 2012), brings her Pauline expertise to Crossway’s NT
Theology series. The Appearing of God Our Savior provides pastors, students,
and interested laypersons with her distinctive teaching on the theology of the
letters to Timothy and Titus (xiii). As Smith explains, “Despite the intensely
practical nature of the letters, they say more about God and his project to save
a people for himself than they do about us” (xv, emphasis original).

The introduction addresses questions of authorship, recipients, and
the letters’ designation as “Pastoral Epistles” Smith aligns with most
evangelicals in affirming Pauline authorship of the three letters (3). She
appropriately emphasizes the significance of authorship and dating in
the interpreter’s hermeneutical approach and conclusions regarding the
letters (4). As she states, “Authorship has become the lens through which
every aspect of the letters is viewed, including their theology” (2). Another
important factor in interpreting the letters is the label “Pastoral Epistles.”
Smith notes that harmonizing the message and theology of the three letters,
rather than examining them individually, can obscure the distinctive
features of each letter and so organizes the book into three parts, with each
part corresponding to each letter (6).

The book consists of twelve digestible chapters. Chapter 1 demonstrates
that “1 Timothy is primarily about God” (9). The chapter adopts a
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trinitarian structure, addressing the titles ascribed to God (10-16), then
examining Christology in the letters (16-21), and concluding by briefly
addressing the letter’s teaching on the Holy Spirit (21-22). Chapter 2
shifts to soteriological themes in 1 Timothy, describing how Paul addresses
questions of who needs salvation (25-27, 33—-35), what people are saved
from (28), and how people are saved (29-33). In chapter 3 “The Word
of God,” Smith explores the teaching of the apostolic message in 1 Timothy
by describing key terminology, such as “faith,” “truth,” “teaching,” and “gospel”
(37-42). She contends that God’s written word is featured in the letter
“against the backdrop of the false teachers’ misuse of the Old Testament”
(42). Chapter 4 “The Household of God” focuses on the church. Smith
argues that “God’s household is formed by, ordered for, and primarily
directed toward the gospel” (57). Smith pushes back against the notion that
the household metaphor should be understood as Paul’s capitulation to first-
century cultural norms. Chapter S “The Promise of Godliness” closes the
section on 1 Timothy by examining its teaching on ethics and eschatology
(59). Smith shows that, while 1 Timothy focuses on the Christian existence
in the present age, it does so in the context of Christ’s return (66).

Smith shifts to Paul’s second letter to Timothy in part 2. Chapter 6 “The
God of Power” is structured around Paul’s understanding of God (72-75),
Christ (75-78), and the Spirit (78-79). Smith frames the letter’s theology
in the context of Paul’s final words to encourage Timothy to endure while he
awaits his death. Chapter 7 “The Promise of Life” follows the theme of God’s
salvation in 2 Timothy. According to Smith, with the threat of persecution
looming over Timothy, and Paul’s death on the near horizon, the emphasis
is on the surety of God’s salvation. In Chapter 8 “The Living Word,” the
apostolic word and Scripture come into view. Smith provides a fresh look
at 2 Timothy 3:14-17 (93-95), along with a short survey of Paul’s use of
the OT in 2 Timothy (95-97). Chapter 9 “Suffering and the Gospel” looks
closely at the theme of hardship and suffering as Paul comes to the close of
his ministry. Smith shows how Paul wants Timothy to join in his suffering
for the sake of the gospel while recognizing the future horizon of Christ’s
return (99).

Part 3 focuses on Paul’s letter to Titus. In chapter 10 “The God of Grace,”
Smith once again uses a trinitarian structure to follow the themes of God
(111-14), Christ (114-1S5), and the Holy Spirit (116). Chapter 11 “He
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Saved Us” focuses on the soteriology of the letter to Titus. In reference to
Titus 3:4 -7, Smith states, “The word ‘Gospel’ does not appear in Titus ... Yet
Titus contains at least one of the pithiest, clearest statements about salvation,
and about the involvement of the Trinity in salvation, in the entire
New Testament” (119). Chapter 12 “Our People, God’s Elect” surveys the
identity and transformed lives that are present in the people of God in Titus.

Smith has provided evangelicals with a concise overview of the
theology of the letters to Timothy and Titus. In addition to covering key
theological themes, such as God, salvation, the church, and ethics, Smith
connects the motif of mission to areas of Paul’s teaching. For instance, she
highlights how Paul’s instruction to slaves contributes to the missional motif
(52), along with the household metaphor (56-57), ethics (61, 64, 66-67),
the ministry of Timothy and Titus (92), and Paul’s own ministry (97, 132).
The missional motif is such a prominent aspect of Smith’s understanding of
the letters that one wonders if the idea could have been treated as a theme
on its own.

A notable strength is Smith’s decision to accent the theological texture
of each letter. For instance, when comparing the theological emphasis
of each letter, Smith says, “Whereas 1 Timothy focuses on God’s desire to
save all people, and 2 Timothy on God’s power to save, in Titus the focus
is on God’s character, which guarantees his salvation: he is the God who
never lies” (111, emphasis original). The method of treating each epistle
separately enhances the portrayal of the theological nuance of the corpus.

Another strength of the book is Smith’s interpretation of the letter
corpus against the backdrop of the OT. While she often acknowledges
the Greco-Roman cultural frame for understanding aspects of the letters, she
nevertheless gives pride of place to the OT. As she notes on the description
of God in Titus, the attributes of God’s grace, mercy, and goodness “were
commonly attributed to Greco-Roman gods and rulers, and Paul may be co-
opting that cultural frame to portray God as the ideal benevolent ruler. But
the OT is the richer and more immediate background” (122).

The Appearing of God Our Savior is academically informed,
exegetically careful, and theologically attuned. Smith recognizes that the
letters to Timothy and Titus have been characterized for their teaching
on gender relations and ministerial guidance but rarely appreciated for
their theology (xv). Smith helps to fill this gap for pastors, students, and
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laypersons looking for a trusted resource that explores the theology of some
of the most neglected letters in the Pauline corpus.

Garrett S. Craig, PhD Candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Aquinas on Scripture: A Primer. By John F. Boyle. Steubenville, OH: Emmaus
Academic, 2023, 138 pp., $26.95.

John F. Boyle is professor of Catholic studies at the University of St. Thomas
in Minnesota and an alumnus of both the Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval
Studies and the University of Toronto. Having studied Thomas Aquinas for
over thirty years, Boyle has delivered the Aquinas Lecture at the National
University of Ireland and has been awarded with the Aquinas Medal from
the University of Dallas. He is the author of The Order and Division of Divine
Truth: St. Thomas Aquinas as Scholastic Master of the Sacred Page (Emmaus,
2021). Aquinas on Scripture: A Primer provides a more condensed, accessible
introduction to the way Aquinas approached Scripture.

A given verse of the Scripture may be interpreted differently by the
Church Fathers and medieval theologians, but they shared the same
interpretive principles (2). For Boyle, Aquinas is distinct, not because
he deviates from the tradition of the Church, but because of his clarity
and precision in articulating this tradition (2). The author argues that
understanding these hermeneutical principles will enable one to profit from
both Aquinas and other ancient commentators, in addition to one’s own
reading of Scripture (2-3). Boyle dedicates the first chapter exclusively to
what Aquinas presumed of his reader, detailing his understanding of words,
grammatical units, the literal and “mystical” senses of Scripture, and so forth.

Chapter 2 introduces the principles at the heart of Aquinas’s thinking:
the “causes” These “causes” are questions one asks to illuminate the
truths of Scripture, which are each addressed in subsequent chapters (40).
Chapter 3 asks “why,” for what purpose or end, Scripture was written (45).
For Aquinas, salvation is the end of Scripture, governing his understanding
of and commentary on it (47). While each book of Scripture has a
particular focus, its purpose is salvific (49). Chapter 4 asks “who” the
author of Scripture is. For Aquinas, Scripture was authored by God who
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used humans as instruments (65). Chapter S deals with “what,” seeking to
understand the material, or subject matter of Scripture (83). The aim of this
question is not at the content of a book but the way the parts of Scripture
relate to the whole (84). Accordingly, Boyle articulates the way Aquinas
understands the division and structure of certain books of Scripture. The
final chapter, chapter six, addresses the question of “how,” as in how to
understand the form, style, or genre of Scripture (112). Boyle, in all
these chapters, draws from Aquinas’s corpus to show how he understood
and applied these “causes” to Scripture.

It is apparent that Boyle’s mind is saturated with the works of
Thomas Aquinas. In Aquinas on Scripture, the author synthesizes Aquinas’s
hermeneutics from a corpus containing little systematic attention devoted
to the subject (3). Boyle accomplishes this task in a structured and clear
manner in less than 150 pages. His work equips one to catch a glimpse of
Scripture through the eyes of the foremost scholastic theologian. This is an
invaluable exercise.

It should be noted that Aquinas on Scripture assumes a Catholic audience
with some degree of comprehension concerning history and saints.
The book’s text is littered with Latin words and phrases throughout that
make no substantial contribution to one’s comprehension. Additionally, in
chapter 1, Boyle describes the two senses in which Scripture is understood:
the “literal” and the “mystical,” or “spiritual,” sense (24). The “literal” sense of
Scripture is what the words themselves signify while the “mystical” sense is a
thing signifying another thing (25). Endorsing this type of hermeneutic can
“seem to give license” to erroneous readings and cause modern readers to bar
these readings (30, emphasis mine). Boyle seems to attribute reservations
like this to cultural differences: “our own intellectual and religious culture,
which is particularly fixed on getting at what an ancient author meant to say
in his particular intellectual and religious culture” (30). He considers that his
book “will have succeeded” if afterward the reader is “able to read Scripture
itself with greater faithfulness and joy” (3). However, implementing this
hermeneutic largely does the opposite: it leads to reading obscure meanings
into the text. These interpretations may sound convincing, but in one’s own
devotional time, one only needs to convince himself. Scripture has layers
of meaning, indeed, but biblical fidelity is best preserved when Christians

186



Book Reviews

leave these interpretations to the inspired writers of the Bible. When one
busies oneself with these interpretations, one detracts from the plain truth.

The other weaknesses are relatively minor, such as the author’s claim
on Aquinas’s articulation. Boyle states that Aquinas exemplified “the
tradition of the Church” and interpreted Scripture much like Augustine,
Chrysostom, and Bernard (1-2). The significance of Aquinas, according
to Boyle, is his unmatched articulation of this tradition (2). But unless one is
versed in Aquinas and every other theologian of the Middle Ages, this claim
is not entirely verifiable. One cannot know the degree to which Aquinas
conforms to tradition, nor his unparalleled ability to articulate it, without
having read broadly the medieval theologians. Apart from this weakness, it
is striking that the author writes 150 pages on Aquinas, the longest chapter
dealing with Aquinas’s presumptions, only to mention Aristotle once. This is
especially noticeable because the book is about the tradition of applying the

“causes” to Scripture, that is, the four causes articulated by Aristotle. The one
instance where Boyle does mention Aristotle is when he writes that “it is
perhaps no surprise that St. Thomas, explicitly following Aristotle, describes
wisdom as understanding things in their causes” (43). The issue is worth
noting because Aristotle’s influence on Aquinas is great.

Weaknesses aside, Boyle has done valuable work here. Through the
corpus of Aquinas, he outlines the prominent interpretive principles of the
medieval Church. Regardless of one’s church affiliation, Boyle’s book offers
keen insight into the theological traditions of the Middle Ages.

Elijah S. McClanahan, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Biblical Counseling and the Psychologies. By Ernie Baker. Critical issues in
Biblical Counseling. Wapwallopen, PA: Shepherd Press, 2023, 100 pp.,
$17.99 paper.

The series Critical Issues in Biblical Counseling derives from some influential
biblical counselors’ concern that trends in “the broader biblical counseling
world” ultimately will diminish confidence in Scripture’s sufficiency as the
source of “answers for the deepest human struggles” (24). Ernie Baker’s role
as the series consulting editor coalesces with his authorship of this volume,
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written to demonstrate for pastors and lay counselors the construction of
counseling theory as well as a “historic biblical counseling approach” (25).
Drawing from decades of experience teaching, counseling, and pastoring,
Baker seeks to cultivate the reader’s discernment, enabling pastors and other
counselors to dissect counseling models, identify them as belief systems, and
conclude that Scripture’s belief system is complete for counseling, without
any “need to incorporate the beliefs of other systems” claiming to be biblical
counseling (48).

Baker advances his aims in four movements. First, he presents a
case study organized in a memorable flow of thought, summarizing a
specific person’s situation, thinking, interaction with others, responses,
emotions, and expectations, using the acronym “storee” (29-32). Second,
he outlines a historic position of biblical counseling, defined as a way of
seeing the world through the lenses of biblical presuppositions applied to
evaluate counseling models in seven areas: source of authority, source of
the problem, solution, methodology to reach the solution, support system,
counselor’s role, and apologetics (47-48). Third, Baker summarizes the
interpretation and intervention of two prominent counseling models,
applying his sevenfold framework to critically evaluate cognitive behavioral
therapy and trauma-informed care as they may relate to the case study. Fourth,
Baker presents a traditional biblical counseling approach, demonstrating the
interpretive and transformative power of Scripture at work in counseling,

Baker specifies presuppositions of biblical counseling as the foundation
of his work in this volume. His critical engagement rests on viewing
psychologies as belief systems (32). Scripture constitutes a belief system
superior to that of secular psychologies, able to explain and rectify
human struggles (28, 38-39). Specifically, the presuppositional theology
of God as Creator, man as his image, sin and the fall, and Scripture’s
epistemological authority drive a biblical worldview as the “eyeglasses”
through which counselors see (44-45). Counseling systems must be
constructed from these presuppositions, from theoretical foundation to
methodological application.

Baker’s apologetic concern lies with the core identity of biblical counseling:
a “radically biblical” system of care for troubled people (27). Biblical
counseling aims to help people “live a God-glorifying life” in the midst of
their circumstances. The “bottom-line question” is whether counselors
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need to know information from secular therapies to help people reach that
aim (71). Baker’s answer is clear: no, the psychologies do not provide
information necessary to a counseling system (79-80).

Baker cites Jay Adams to argue for the distinction between research
psychology and counseling psychology, suggesting that “we can learn much
from their research” (36-37). His concern lies with counseling psychology,
which proposes explanatory theories and redemptive interventions.
Furthermore, in his discussion of trauma-informed care, Baker raises
significant points of critique against purportedly scientific brain research
underlying trauma theory (69-70). He identifies the psychology he
critiques as counseling psychology or questionable research psychology.

This book’s greatest strength is its reproducible methods for organizing
personal information in counseling and evaluating counseling systems.
First, Baker’s “storee” mnemonic provides relevant categories to guide the
questions a counselor may ask and shape her interpretation of a person’s
life story. Second, the seven tenets of a counseling system constitute a
framework for thorough evaluation. The “key questions” Baker provides
in the conclusion further detail a replicable method for analysis (99 -100).
Counselors will benefit from considering these methods.

This work could be strengthened by including more primary research
and citation of contrasting positions. Though a key aim is drawing clear
distinctions between “historical” biblical counseling and current aberrations
that concern him within biblical counseling, Baker only specifically cites
two examples: Eliza Huie and Nate Brooks commending integration
(though Baker does not define the term as they use it) and Esther Smith
inaccurately referencing neuroscience related to trauma (37, 69).

This book mentions disagreement over trends and methodology within
the modern biblical counseling movement (29, 71). More specific examples
would clarify Baker’s concerns. He critiques the use of “secular trauma-
informed techniques” (73), but the only specific technique he mentions
is that of “retraining the amygdala” (71). Baker clearly identifies tenets of
trauma theory that reflect a godless worldview, most notably reducing
human troubles to biological factors, apart from any relationship to God
or identity as his image bearer. Biblical counselors should reject the
assumption that trauma is “the central, unifying theme” of a person’s story,
instead seeking to orient people upward to God rather than inward to self

189



THE SOUTHERN BAPTIST JOURNAL of THEOLOGY 29.3 (2025)

(76-77). Counselors may agree with these critiques and yet wonder if
accepting Baker’s position overall entails a categorical dismissal of any
information related to the brain or body. In light of his earlier distinction
between research and counseling psychology, the reader should assume not.
However, the position would be stronger if this point were clarified.

In the source Baker cites, Huie and Brooks affirm most of the
presuppositions Baker presents. The point of disagreement seems to lie
in the understanding of what biblical counseling is, and from there, what
kind of knowledge from which kind of psychology is relevant, whether
such knowledge is merely relevant or ultimately necessary, and how such
relevant or necessary knowledge might be used or not. These questions are
central to the current conversations on sufficiency and common grace, and
many thoughtful biblical counselors are eager for guidance. A work about
biblical counseling and psychology that aims to clarify distinctions would
be strengthened by specifically and thoroughly addressing these points, with
citations from differing positions.

Baker’s urge to evaluate all systems for epistemological authority
reminds biblical counselors that our theoretical discussion and practical
methodologies should be derived from and saturated with Scripture (58).
In a moment marked by discussion over views of common grace from
Herman Bavinck and John Calvin, neuroscience and its critiques, and
the significance of embodiment, Baker reminds us all that as Christian
theologians and counselors, we are people of the Book. The content of
Scripture itself should dominate and direct our reflection, discussion,
interpretation, and intervention, as we depend on our Father for wisdom
and personal transformation.

Laura-Lee Alford, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Text and Paratext: Book Order, Title, and Division as Keys to Biblical
Interpretation. By Gregory Goswell. Bellingham, WA: Lexham Academic,
2023, xv + 252 pp., $26.99 paper.

Gregory Goswell is a lecturer in Hebrew and OT and academic dean at
Christ College in Sydney, Australia. Goswell has published over thirty
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scholarly articles on paratextual issues, and Text and Paratext is a synthesis of
these articles into an introductory book. His stated purpose is to “introduce
readers to the biblical paratext and give training in detecting and evaluating
the paratextual features” (173). For Goswell, paratext comprises “those
elements that are adjoined to the text but are not part of the text itself” that
shape how a reader approaches the Bible (1). Readers can often overlook
paratext, yet it “has an influence on reading and may assist (or sometimes
hinder) the interpretation of the text of Scripture” (1). Since paratext is
a later addition to inspired Scripture intended to help facilitate reading,
Goswell holds that it should be scrutinized for its usefulness (2). His analysis
of book order, titles, and textual divisions is not exhaustive but instead aims
to provide a reader with hermeneutical tools “to understand and apply the
text of Scripture” (178).

Goswell divides his book into three parts. In part 1, he discusses the
influence that book order can have on interpretation by surveying the
orders of the Hebrew and Greek canons of the OT and the NT canon.
He bases his analysis on the axiom that “the placement of books in close
physical proximity implies that they are related in some way” (51). Then,
in part 2, Goswell analyzes how the various titles used throughout church
history for the biblical books impact interpretation. Goswell’s analysis
follows Gérard Genette’s fourfold framework, where a title can identify
a book, describe a book’s content, recommend a book, and/or indicate
a book’s form or genre (80). In part 3, Goswell shifts to surveying how
textual divisions can influence interpretation. For this analysis, he
identifies four ways that a division could be functioning: to separate, to join,
to highlight, or to downplay (126-27). He then concludes the book by
distilling the key insights from each section and discussing how readers can
apply these insights.

Goswell does a commendable job of showing the important yet often
unnoticed impact that paratextual features can have on interpretation.
His discussion of paratextual issues involves significant analysis of how
early Hebrew, Greek, and Latin texts of the Bible were formatted that
would normally be inaccessible to the average Christian. And while
discussion of ancient versions in foreign languages can run the risk of
alienating some readers, Goswell helpfully keeps his discussion focused and
relevant with clear explanations of potentially foreign ideas. Goswell takes
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a balanced approach in that he does not claim too much importance for
paratextual features, but he takes them seriously, demonstrating that they
have an impact on interpretation. His construal of paratext as an addition
that can either help or hinder interpretation enables him to avoid the
pitfalls of either dogmatism or irrelevance. The book is filled with numerous
examples of how varying book orders, titles, and textual divisions will affect
a reader’s understanding of a text. For example, Ruth could reasonably be
placed near Judges because of the setting (Ruth 1:1), before Psalms because
of its Davidic connections (Ruth 4:18-22), or even after Proverbs because
Ruth was viewed as the “worthy woman” of Proverbs 31 (46-47). It would
be difficult for Ruth’s position in any canon to make all these connections,
and so interpreters must choose an ordering that emphasizes one of them.

While Goswell’s book successfully accomplishes its purpose, I see two
ways that his argument could be improved. First, while Goswell helpfully
interacts with three key areas of paratextual decisions, his book largely
overlooks the important influence that modern punctuation can have.
For example, in 1 Corinthians 6:13 English translations differ on how much
or whether any of the verse is a quote of Paul’s opponents. How modern
translations punctuate this passage reveals an interpretive difference over
whether Paul is expounding his own view or correcting a false view. While
book order or titles operate above the text, punctuation decisions, which
can often go unnoticed by readers, directly impact how a text is read.

A second issue with Goswell’s book is that he assumes the paratextual
issues he discusses are later additions to the text of Scripture and overlooks
the possibility that they might be original. For the most part, he is
correct that much of the order, titles, and divisions are later phenomena.
However, he largely discounts the possibility that any paratextual features
are original except for the titles of the Psalms (140). The possibility that
other elements could be original is at least worthy of more discussion,
since authorially intended paratext should be treated differently than
later additions. For example, Goswell too quickly rejects Martin Hengel’s
claim that the Gospel titles were original, and more discussion of why would
be helpful (105). Similarly, Goswell too quickly assumes the Hebrew titles
of the Pentateuch are a later addition. Goswell notes that it was typical for
ancient Near-Eastern documents to take their title from the first couple
words of the writing (82). This leaves open the possibility that Moses could
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have intended the titles of his books. I was left wondering if other paratextual
features could reflect authorial intent (e.g., the ordering of the Pentateuch
and the Former Prophets), but these examples show that Goswell’s
assumptions could be better justified. Perhaps it is not possible to determine
whether most paratextual features are original or not, but it at least merits
more discussion.

Although the book could be strengthened in these areas, I heartily
commend Text and Paratext as a helpful introductory discussion on the role
of paratextual features for biblical interpretation. Goswell rightly argues
that every Bible is a study Bible due to paratextual additions, and I would
add that every Bible reader is an interpreter (4). Therefore, every Christian
should at least be aware of the different ways that Christians have ordered,
titled, and divided the books of the Bible throughout church history. This
awareness will prevent readers from being blindly locked into viewing
Scripture according to how their preferred modern Bible translation
formats the biblical books. Any Christian would benefit from reading Text
and Paratext, and as an introductory work it is written for a broad audience.
Despite the book’s introductory nature, Goswell has filled it with insightful
nuggets that will enrich anyone’s reading of the Bible, as it did for me. The
book could prove particularly useful for someone who typically reads
the Bible a chapter at a time, since it can help this type of reader see how
chapters and books connect to each other.

Matthew J. Bekken, PhD Student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Creation and Christian Ethics: Understanding God's Designs for Humanity and
the World. By Dennis P. Hollinger. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2023,
304 pp., $29.99 paper.

Dennis P. Hollinger is Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary’s president
emeritus and senior distinguished professor of Christian ethics. Among his
notable publications are Choosing the Good: Christian Ethics in a Complex
World (2002) and The Meaning of Sex: Christian Ethics and the Moral Life
(2009), both for Baker. In Creation and Christian Ethics: Understanding God's
Designs for Humanity and the World, Hollinger examines the role the creation
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account found in Genesis 1-2 plays in the development of ethics, arguing
for creation being the foundational pillar upon which the rest of the biblical
storyline falls. Without creation, the Christian “theological metanarrative” is
lost (S), a problem Hollinger believes is plaguing contemporary discussion
and scholarship in ethics. He places strong emphasis on God’s revealed Word
and the “theological precept” embedded in the Genesis account (2), setting
his approach apart from natural law theorists who place more emphasis on
the law of nature implanted in mankind’s conscience.

In the introduction, chapters 1 and 2, Hollinger sets up the book’s context
for his readers: God has created out of love, and everything he has made
is good. The main error of modern philosophy and ethics is disregarding
Genesis creation for the new creation, and Christians must understand that
the new creation is, in fact, a continuity of the old creation. Creation reflects
who God is and reveals the patterns according to which believers are obliged
to live, and at the final consummation, creation is not destroyed but restored
to its original purposes. Before this consummation takes place, however,
the good things that God has created are being misused and abused in this
fallen world.

Chapter 3 examines the doctrine of imago Dei and the “moral obligations”
entrusted to humanity (74). Here, Hollinger addresses the issue of human
dignity in relation to moral issues such as racism and medical ethics like
abortion and euthanasia. “Abortion,” he writes, “is perhaps the most vivid
example of the self-deception that accompanies the fall,” and this can be seen
in societies” attempt to euphemize the language surrounding the deadly act
(92). Chapter 4 develops mankind’s creation-ordained and ontological roles
as stewards of God’s creation, addressing common accusations and critiques
levered against Christianity blaming it for the abuse of nature. Hollinger
corrects popular misunderstandings and points out that the main culprit
that has caused the mindless exploitation of natural resources is materjalism
(98). Christians living according to Christian ethics would understand that
it is the believer’s duty to exercise stewardship for God’s glory and not for
personal selfish gain.

Chapters S and 6 examine relationships and social institutions. As
creatures created by the triune God, human beings are made to fellowship
with one another and, most importantly, to have a relationship with God.
Hollinger begins this exploration with the fundamental unit of society:
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marriage and the family. His arguments defy the modern emphasis on

the “expressive individual” and “self-actualization” (121-22). Among the

institutions he lists is the church— a family of believers. Other institutions

included are education, the media, entertainment and recreation, economics,
and government. He considers each of these and acknowledges that while

God has given us these institutions for the “common good of the social order”
(170), this is an anti-Christian age, and much discernment is required to

navigate them.

Chapters 7, 8, and 9 explore work, rest, and human limitations. God,
in the first seven days in Genesis, “builds a rhythm of life that will
combine worship, work, and leisure” (178). The fall, however, has caused
work to become painful and futile, and humanity’s attitude towards work is
distorted (185-87). Hollinger does not spiritualize the rest day but believes
that this rhythm of work and rest is the ideal for all. At the heart of Sabbath
is “a rhythm of life that incorporates worship, self-care, and care for others”
(208). These concepts tie into the finitude of man, which Hollinger argues
is good, since it is God who has created man “limited, dependent, temporal,
and bounded” (223), distinguishing the creature from the Creator. Attempts
to rebel against this distinction and limitation can be seen in humanity’s
attempts at creating communistic utopias, eugenics, transhumanism, and
nonacceptance of mortality.

Chapter 10 answers the question of what constitutes a human being,
For Hollinger, it is “very difficult to divide up the human self into tidy,
separate compartments.” Instead, he believes that the interchangeability
between terms like “body, soul, spirit, and mind” in the Scripture “points
to a unified self ... that we are best to speak of embodied souls and
ensouled bodies” (253). This reality is to drive the believer’s evangelism and
social concern. The book concludes by reiterating why creation is important
for Christian ethics in a pluralistic fallen world that hates God (275).

Overall, Hollinger presents a convincing argument for creation as the
foundational pillar of Christian ethics. His introduction accomplishes this
excellently by pointing readers to the Prophets in the Old Testament and
guiding them to see how these prophets appeal to creation as they call
people to repent and to return to God and his ways (12-13). Jesus himself,
in the NT, also refers to creation when answering questions concerning
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moral issues (13- 15). This proves that if the Scripture is sufficient for Jesus’s
moral arguments, it is sufficient for the controversies of today.

There are, however, two noticeable instances where Hollinger’s argument
falls short and contradicts the principles he is establishing. The first is
in his allowance for abortion in cases for rape in the name of “just war”
(92). Having just finished condemning the euphemizing of the language
abortion uses, his “just war” analogy immediately weakens his argument on
the inherent dignity and value of human life. The second is found in his view
on the procreation mandate where he explains that this mandate “does not
mean we should have as many children as possible” (111). This statement is
puzzling as it implies that human beings are the ones who determine whether
or not the earth is filled, not God. Hollinger believes that ethically using
contraceptives is an act to “steward and control” nature and earth’s resources
(137-38). His case here is unconvincing because he also believes the
procreation mandate allows for the ethical use of reproductive technology
to assist couples faced with infertility, including in vitro fertilization. Thus,
on one hand, Christians are encouraged to contracept or risk impacting
the environment, while on the other hand, technology is allowed to aid in
procreation as long as it is “ethically” practiced.

Nevertheless, despite the book’s weaknesses in certain areas of
practical application, Creation and Christian Ethics is a valuable resource for
Christian ethicists who might pitch the new creation against Genesis instead
of understanding them in continuity. As Hollinger has intended, this book
will be a helpful resource for professors and students of the subject and for
pastors and church leaders to use in personal and small group studies.

Sze Ying Lim, PhD student
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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