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Christ and Christians
Meditation

Rev. Talman  
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Have you ever thought about the 
origin of the name “Christian?” 

Acts 11:26 tells us that this was 
something the followers of Jesus were 
called from a very early time in the 
church’s new covenant history, but 
what is the significance of that name? 
This title is closely related to the title 
of our Savior, “Christ.”

The word ‘Christ’ is from the Greek 
language and came from the Hebrew 
and Aramaic word, Messiah. The word 
‘Christ’ literally means, ‘anointed,’ ‘the 
anointed one.’ In the Old Testament, 
a person would be taken from among 
his fellows and placed into a position 
of leadership, whether as a prophet, 
priest, or king. This person would 
then be responsible to lead the people 
according to his office, and the people 
would be responsible to follow his 
leading as their officer.

The anointed one served as a mediator 
between God and the people of God 
as prophet, priest, or king. This person 
did not take upon himself this role, 
but he was appointed. You may recall 
that Samuel anointed Saul and David. 
The anointing was done with oil and 
symbolized that the person was filled 
with the Holy Spirit in order to carry 
out his office.

There were three offices in the Old 
Testament: prophet, priest, and king. 
In this series of meditations, we hope 
to consider each of the three offices 
of as represented in Jesus, the Son of 
God. As an introduction to this series, 
we first consider that the Son of God 
has an official role. Jesus fulfills the 
office of Christ.

A Divine Commission
Jesus was ordained by God the Father. 
We read from John 5:31–44 that the 
Father “sent” Jesus. In the event of the 

baptism of Jesus, a voice came from 
heaven that affirmed Jesus to be God’s 
Son. When Jesus was on the Mount 
of Transfiguration, a voice also came 
from heaven reaffirming this, with the 
added command to listen to Jesus. The 
Father chose His Son and ordained 
Him to be the Messiah, the Christ.

This is not man’s estimation of Jesus. 
To the contrary, man rejected Jesus. 
It is only when God changes our 
hearts and reveals to us the identity 
of His Son that we confess that Jesus 
is the Christ. Jesus did not take upon 
Himself this role. It was given to Him, 
assigned to Him by another, by one 
who is greater.

Think of someone who claims to be 
the president of our country; he does 
not merely take this upon himself. 
He must have the commissioning of 
the Electoral College. If the voting 
of the Electoral College suffices to 
appoint a person as the president of 
our country, how much more does 
the appointment or ordination by 
God the Father serve to have the Son 
of God be the Christ!

The Son of God is our Christ. He is 
our head, leader, and ruler. We are to 
follow Him. What if a voice had come 
from heaven during the inauguration 
of the president that this one was 
God’s chosen ruler, ordained by God 
to govern the country for the next four 
years? What effect would that have 
had upon you? It ought to confirm 
in your hearts that he is the leader of 
this land, and it ought to cause you 
to follow this leader and not grumble 
against him.

How much more it is with our Savior 
Jesus. What a comfort it is to know 
that Jesus is the Christ, that He is all 
that we need as a mediator, to bring 
God’s blessings to us and to fill our 

needs with God’s blessings. God has 
ordained Jesus to be our only head; 
we do not need to seek another; we 
need only follow His lead.

Jesus has been ordained by God the 
Father. Jesus has been appointed as 
the Messiah; you and I have not. Yet 
so often we get frustrated when things 
do not go our way, as though we have 
a right to have people do what we 
think they ought to do, as though we 
deserve to direct the affairs of life. 
God did not ordain you or me to be 
the Messiah. He ordained Jesus. God 
ordained Jesus as our official, not us. 
We are not to live as we think is best, 
but as Jesus commands in His Word. 
God ordained Him as our King.

A Divine Empowerment
When the Holy Spirit came upon 
him, Samson grew strong enough to 
kill a lion with his bare hands, to rout 
the enemy by himself; Gideon grew 
brave enough to confront tens of 
thousands of soldiers with only three 
hundred men. They became powerful 
by the empowerment of the Holy 
Spirit. So also Jesus was empowered 
by his anointing. This does not mean 
that Jesus was weak and fearful before 
His anointing. Rather it demonstrates 
the power that the Holy Spirit imparts 
to the one upon whom He comes. 
As the Holy Spirit hovered over the 
face of the deep during the week of 
creation, being the active agent of 
the forming and fashioning in the 
creation week, so it is this powerful 
One who empowers God’s chosen one 
for service. The Son of God was given 
a great calling by God the Father; the 
Holy Spirit empowered Him to fulfill 
this calling.

We confess that Jesus was anointed 
with the Holy Spirit. This was not 
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an anointing with oil. There is no 
scriptural instance of Jesus being 
anointed with oil, nor does oil itself 
have any power. This is being anointed 
with the Holy Spirit. Luke speaks of 
Jesus coming in the ‘power of the Spirit’ 
leading to His authoritative teaching, 
His miracles, and the casting out of 
demons. Jesus read the prophecy of 
Isaiah 61 that spoke of being anointed 
by the Lord and having the Spirit of 
the Lord upon Him. When He had 
finished reading, he said, “Today this 
Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” 
(Luke 4:21). Jesus was empowered 
by the Holy Spirit, anointed with the 
Holy Spirit.

We often vote for our leaders based 
upon their natural abilities and 
acquired skills. We expect they will 
grow while in office, but if they are 
not qualified for their office, we do 
not elect them to office. The office 
to which the Son of God was called, 
however, surpassed the capabilities 
of any mere human. It was nothing 
less than paying for the sins of 
God’s people by His life, death, and 
resurrection. It was nothing less than 
breaking the bondage of sin that held 
God’s people for thousands of years, 
the bonds by which today every man, 
woman, and child is bound by nature. 
It was nothing less than restoring the 
decay and death that Adam brought 
into God’s world by his rebellion 
against God, bringing eternal life, 
resurrection to us. There is no human 
track record or experience for this 
task. It is only being anointed with 
the Holy Spirit that equips Jesus for 
this task. This does not deny that 
Jesus is the Son of God, but it affirms 

that it is in Jesus’ humanity that the 
person of our Savior performs His 
office of mediator, of Christ, and this 
humanity must be empowered, which 
is the proper work of the Holy Spirit.

The anointing of Jesus with the Holy 
Spirit demonstrated that the properties 
specific to His divine nature did not 
intermix with His human nature, or 
else the anointing with the Holy Spirit 
would not have been necessary. It is 
because the properties specific to His 
divinity do not intermingle or mix or 
‘cross over’ to Jesus’ humanity, that 
the incarnate Son of God must be 
anointed with the Holy Spirit, for it 
is the Holy Spirit who empowers for 

service in God’s kingdom. Jesus was 
anointed with the Holy Spirit; He 
received divine empowerment.

This anointing is not partial; this 
empowerment is not halfway. John 
3:34 says that God gave the Spirit 
without limit upon Jesus. John 1:16 
says that from the fullness of Jesus’ 
grace we have received one blessing 
upon another. It is not as though 
God anointed Jesus with the Spirit 
for only part of the tasks of mediator, 
of Christ. Whereas in the Old 
Testament, an individual was anointed 
for a particular task or office, Jesus 
was given the Spirit without limit, 
empowering Him to meet every need 
that His people have. He is not only 
prophet or priest; He is prophet, priest, 
and king. He is the anointed One, to 
which all of the Old Testament offices 
and officers point, from which all of 
the Old Testament offices and officers 
derive their meaning. Jesus the Christ 
is the pattern, so to speak, upon which 
all other anointed ones were based.

Therefore know for certain, Jesus has 
the power to address every situation 
in your life, every need that you have. 
He has done this in His earthly life, 
death, and resurrection, and the Spirit 
has not left Him since then. Rather, 
the apostle Paul says in 2 Corinthians 
3:17 that the Lord is Spirit. As we read 
in Romans 1:4, Jesus “was declared 
the Son of God with power by the 
resurrection from the dead, according 
to the Spirit of holiness.” After His 
resurrection, the empowerment 
becomes even greater, as the human 
nature of Jesus has been exalted 
beyond the frailty of flesh unto the 
power of an indestructible life.

We can say for certain that Jesus’ 
power, by the working of His Spirit, 
sustains us in our illnesses, in our 
sorrows, and in our discouraging 
situations, so that we are not 
overcome and need not despair. By 
the working of His Spirit, Jesus grants 
joy in the midst of our trials, even in 
the midst of the valley of the shadow 
of death. He grants joy because He has 
reconciled us to God. Because of Jesus’ 
mediation, His blood covers the sins 
of those who trust in Him, removing 
their guilt, turning aside the wrath of 
God from them. You have forgiveness 
by His shed blood through faith in 
Him. You have confidence that God 
is your Father for the sake of Christ 
His Son. On the day when the Father 
sends Jesus back to this earth, He 
will raise your dead body to be like 
His glorious body. He will roll back 
the physical bondage into which this 
world was cast by Adam’s first sin.
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A Gracious Outpouring
Adam forfeited the Holy Spirit by 
rebelling against God in the garden. 
Adam freely chose the path of 
destruction and death by his sin 
rather than walking in step with the 
Spirit of Life. Consequently, as a race, 
we are without the indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit, without empowerment 
from God even though our race is 
still held to the requirements to which 
God commissioned Adam: be fruitful 
and multiply; fill the earth and subdue 
it; obey God’s commandments and 
glorify Him. Our race has the calling 
but lacks the power (the Holy Spirit) 

because of Adam’s sin compounded 
by our own personal sin. Jesus came to 
undo the works of the devil, to restore 
mankind to his former glory and even 
greater glory, to pour out the Spirit of 
the holy God upon us so that we fulfill 
our calling given to us by God.

It is not enough for one person to 
receive the Holy Spirit. It was enough 
so that our redemption could be 
accomplished by Jesus, but each 
member of God’s kingdom must also 
have the Holy Spirit indwell him.

Jesus was at work throughout the 
history of the church, even in the 
Old Testament, but it was not until 
Jesus accomplished our redemption, 
paid the price for our sin, raised our 
nature from death unto resurrection 
life, that He received from the Father 
the gift of the Holy Spirit and poured 
out His Spirit upon the church. This 
happened on Pentecost. The curse 
of Adam has been repealed by the 
work of Christ for us; therefore, we 

no longer lack the Holy Spirit, but on 
the contrary, have had the Holy Spirit 
poured out upon us.

Do you wonder why you carry the 
name ‘Christian?’ It is because you 
are a member of Christ. Because you 
are a member of Christ, you share 
in His anointing and therefore have 
a name like Christ’s name, founded 
upon the name of Christ. Jesus is the 
only Christ, but He pours out His 
anointing upon His people, upon 
those who are members of Him, who 
belong to Him body and soul in life 
and in death.

 

Yet, in order to be filled with the Holy 
Spirit and share in Christ’s anointing, 
is it not enough merely to be present 
among God’s people. It is by faith 
that one is a member of Christ and so 
shares in His anointing. Jesus will not 
pour out His Holy Spirit upon one 
who is not truly part of His body, even 
as the apostate Simon the sorcerer 
discovered when he tried to buy the 
gift of the Holy Spirit from the apostle 
Simon Peter.

We are called Christians because by 
faith we are members of Christ and 
so we share in His anointing. No 
“second blessing” is needed. Every 
Christian shares in Christ’s anointing; 
every Christian has the Holy Spirit. 
Yes, Christ distributes gifts differently 
throughout His body according to 
His will and good pleasure, but it is 
the same Spirit, the same body, and 
we are members of this body by faith.

Man cannot manufacture this. Man 
cannot claim it and in claiming it 

make it so. Oh, there are many who 
claim to be Christians, but their claim 
is hollow because they lack faith; 
they lack membership with Christ. 
They lack the indwelling presence of 
the Holy Spirit and do not share in 
Christ’s anointing.

Being a Christian defines who you 
are because you share in Christ’s 
anointing. Certainly, we all must 
discern by studying the Scriptures, 
by prayer and by gathering advice 
the vocation or career to which God 
is calling us, but each Christian has 
a calling in life, an appointment, a 
commissioning, and empowerment 
that transcends, and is not limited to, 

our individual callings. We share in 
Christ’s anointing.

Therefore, pursue your Christian 
calling wholeheartedly. Do not 
waver when you face opposition to 
being a Christian. Do not question 
your commission from God even 
in the midst of a society that rejects 
it. When you face weakness and sin 
within yourself, do not despair, but 
realize that you are a member of 
Christ by faith and so you share in His 
anointing. The One who overcame sin 
for you, who brings forgiveness of sin 
and freedom from sin to you is the 
very One who empowers you by His 
Spirit to live as a Christian.
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The Concordia Publishing House 
of Saint Louis, Missouri, is 

currently publishing a translation 
of the late Francis Pieper’s book on 
Christ-liche Dogmatik, or, translated, 
Christian Dogmatics. There are to 
be three volumes. Two of them have 
already appeared.

With great force and conviction, Dr. 
Pieper sets forth orthodox Lutheran 
theology. For Pieper, Lutheranism is 
Christianity come to its own. Non- 
Lutheran forms of Protestantism 
are said to be defective. And their 
defective character is due, basically, to a 
rationalistic attitude toward Scripture.

Theology of Self-
Consciousness
Pieper makes a searching analysis of 
the “theology of self-consciousness,” 
that is, the modern theology of 
Schleiermacher and his followers.

Invented for the purpose of 
insuring the scientific character 
of theology, this theology makes 
its advocates play the role of 
the man who, in order to brace 
his toppling Ego, takes a tight 
hold on his Ego. Furthermore, 
the Ego theology is a form, the 
worst form, of idolatry — self-
deification (vol. I, p. 127).

Reformed Theology and  
Ego-Theology
But what of Reformed theology? 
Does Pieper share the frequently 
stated position that all orthodox 
Protestants have essentially the same 
view of Scripture? Does he think 
that all “fundamentalists” should 
unite in common opposition to all 
“modernists”, calling them back from 
their confidence in “experience” to 
belief in the Word of God? Far from 

it! Pieper is convinced that orthodox 
Reformed theology is deeply tinged

with the principles of “Ego-theology.” 
Says Pieper: 

The desire to go beyond Word 
and faith, and to walk by sight 
already in this life, has given rise 
to Calvinism, to synergism, and 
lies at the bottom of the entire 
modern ‘construction theology’ 
(Konstruktions-theologie). (vol. 
II, p. 389).

The main objection raised against 
Calvinism is that of rationalism as 
based upon and proceeding from an 
ego-theology.

What we object to in the 
Reformed theology is this, that 
in all doctrines in which it differs 
from the Lutheran Church and 
on which it has constituted 
itself as the Reformed Church 
alongside the Lutheran Church, 
it denies the Scriptural principle 
and lets rationalistic axioms rule 
(vol. I, p. 186).

Calvin, a Rationalist
As for Calvin himself, says Pieper, 
he virtually forsook the revealed will 
of God.

The depths of the Godhead are 
not hidden to Calvin; they are 
so clear to him that by them 
he cancels the revelation in the 
Word (the gratia universalis) 
(vol. II, p. 47).

Calvin’s “particularism” is said to have 
its roots in his rationalistic appeal to 
the hidden will of God.

Luther lets the Word of God, 
Scripture itself, tell him what the 
gracious will of God is, how far it 
extends, and what it effects. Calvin 

lets the result (effectus) or the 
historical experience (experientia) 
determine what God’s gracious 
will is (vol. II, p. 48).

True, also Calvin says that we 
should not seek to explore the 
hidden will of God, but rely on 
Christ and the Gospel. But how 
can Calvin direct men to rely 
on Christ and the Gospel since 
he teaches that only some of the 
hearers of the Word have a claim 
on Christ? As a matter of fact, he 
does not direct men to Christ and 
the Gospel, but to their inward 
renewal and sanctification, or to 
the gratia infusa (vol. II, p. 46).

Calvin’s theology, therefore, 
is not basically Biblical, but 
rationalistically motivated (Idem, 
p. 276).

Calvinism Virtually Denies 
the Incarnation
In following Calvin, Reformed 
theology “through the use of 
rationalistic axioms, fixes an 
unbridgeable gulf between itself and 
genuine Christian theology (vol. 
II, p. 271). So, for instance, we are 
told, Calvinism holds to the purely 
speculative maxim that the finite 
cannot contain the infinite (finitus 
non est capax infinite). In virtue of 
this “rationalistic axiom” Calvinism 
virtually denies the incarnation.

In so far as Reformed theology, 
in its effort to disprove Lutheran 
Christology, applies the principle 
that the finite is not capable 
of grasping of the infinite, it 
inevitably denies the incarnation 
of the Son of God and Christ’s 
vicarious atonement, and so 
destroys the foundation of the 
Christian faith” (vol. II, p. 271).

Defending the Faith: 
Calvinism and Rationalism 
(Reprinted from the September 1959 issue of The Torch and Trumpet.)

Cornelius  
Van Til
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In this way, Reformed men commit 
“theological suicide” (vol. II, p. 167).

Calvinism Virtually Denies 
the Gospel
Again, Calvinism is said to deny 
the “Scripture doctrine of gratia 
universalis” because of another 
“philosophical axiom”, namely,

Whatever God earnestly purposes 
must in every case actually occur; 
and since not all men are actually 
saved, we must conclude that the 
Father never did love the world, 
that Christ never did reconcile 
the world, and that the Holy 
Ghost never does purpose to 
create faith in all hearers of the 
Word. This is the chief argument 
of Calvin in the four chapters 
of his Institutes (iii, 21-24) on 
Predestination. He disposes 
of the Scripture declarations 
which attest universal grace with 
the statement, repeated again 
and again, that the result must 
determine the extent of the divine 
will of grace (vol. II, p. 26).

A First Reaction
What should be our reaction to these 
charges? Should we admit the truth 
of them and all become Lutherans? 
John Theodore Mueller, professor of 
Systematic Theology, takes essentially 
the same position as that of Pieper. 
Speaking of the confessional Lutheran 
church, he says:

Its theology is that of the Holy 
Bible, and of the Bible alone; 
its doctrine is the divine truth 
of God’s Word. The Lutheran 
Church is therefore the orthodox 
visible Church of Christ on earth 
(Christian Dogmatics, St. Louis, 
1934).

Surely, we want to belong to the 
visible Church of Christ. Perhaps 
we have been very generous in our 
attitude toward all “Bible believing  
Christians”. But here are “Bible 
believing Christians” who charge 

other “Bible-believing Christians” 
that they are not true to the Bible. 
Shall we think of Pieper, of Mueller, 
and other Lutherans, such as 
Engelder, as being extremists and 
drop the matter at that? Such, it may 
be expected, will be the attitude of 
“Evangelicals”. It is Reformed theology 
that is singled out by Pieper and his 
present-day successors as particularly 
untrue to Scripture. Moreover, it has 
practically become an unquestioned 
assumption with Evangelicals that 
all “Bible believing Christians” have 
essentially the same attitude toward 
Scripture. But Reformed Christians 
cannot avoid considering the charge 
of rationalism against them. This is 
especially true since they themselves 
make or should make, the same sort 
of claim for Reformed theology that 
Pieper makes for Lutheranism. In 
previous articles of this series, the 
contention was made that every form 
of non-Reformed Protestantism has 
leftover elements of rationalism in 
it. Surely we cannot then ignore this 
counter-charge or counter-offensive.

In fact, this counter-offensive should 
be heartily welcomed. Here are men 
of sound learning and piety, who 
claim that the Reformed Churches 
are, because of their rationalism, 
sectarian in nature. True ecumenicity, 
argues Pieper, can be maintained 
only by the truly Lutheran attitude 
toward Scripture. If many true 
Christians are found in the Reformed 
denominations this is “due to an 
inconsistency” (vol. I, p. 26).

We Plead Guilty
Taking the charge of rationalism 
seriously, we would immediately plead  
guilty. For rationalism, as Pieper uses 
the term, involves an unwillingness 
fully to submit our thoughts captive 
to the obedience of Scripture. And 
who is not guilty of this?

But we plead guilty too in a more 
specific sense. We plead guilty to 
using our minds, our experience, 
our intellect, as a standard by which 

to judge whether the Bible is the Word 
of God. In the last article we charged 
evangelicals with thus setting up a 
standard that is above the Bible. But 
we have often been guilty of this sin 
ourselves. Yet Pieper did not point 
to this easily available evidence of 
rationalism in Reformed theologians. 
We plead guilty, moreover, to 
interpreting whole areas of life 
independently of Scripture. We all 
too often use our intellect as though it 
had a field of its own next to the Bible. 
Owning the authority of Scripture in 
religion we all too frequently own the 
authority of “reason” in science and 
philosophy. But again, Pieper did not 
point this out.

Finally, we plead guilty to charge of 
sometimes saying or assuming that 
the Bible cannot mean this or that. We 
are often deductivistic in our exegesis 
of Scripture. So in affirming the 
concept of common grace, we assume 
that there must be commonness 
without difference. Or, in denying 
common grace, we argue from the 
doctrine of election and reprobation 
that God cannot at any time and in 
any sense be propitious to those who 
are ultimately lost.

Now it is deductivism in exegesis 
that Pieper has in mind when he 
speaks of Reformed theology as 
being rationalistic. And we plead 
guilty to the frequent employment of 
deductivism in exegesis. Yet, we do 
not plead guilty to the charge made 
against us.

We Are Innocent
Pieper’s charge is not that individual 
Reformed theologians have been 
rationalistic in their approach to 
Scripture. His charge is that it is of 
the genius of Reformed theology as 
such to be rationalistic. The system 
of Reformed theology, he argues in 
effect, is rationalistically constructed. 
This we deny.

Pieper has not sought to refute the 
painstaking exegesis of Calvin and 
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his followers as they deal with the 
doctrines of predestination, the two 
natures of Christ, and particularism. 
If Calvin and his followers had been 
moved by rationalistic considerations 
in the formulation of these and other 
doctrines they would have tried to 
show how such doctrines are “in 
accord with reason”, in accord with 
“the experience of freedom”. On the 
contrary, Calvin and his followers have 
interpreted “the laws of reason” and 
“the experience of freedom” in terms 
of Scripture as the only final authority 
for man. At the very beginning of 
Calvin’s Institutes we are told that 
man does not see himself for what he 
really is except he recognize himself as 
a creature of God. And to recognize 
himself as a creature of God he must 
own himself to be a sinner before 
God. Moreover, Calvin argues further 
on, to recognize one’s sinfulness, he 
must have learned to know himself 
in the light of Scripture, of Scripture 
as understood by the regenerating 
and illuminating operation of the 
Holy Spirit. According to Calvin, 
man as interpreter of Scripture must 
first be interpreted by Scripture. And 
Scripture is the Word of God. The idea 
of Scripture as the Word of God and 
the idea of God as speaking through 
Scripture are involved in one another. 
Scripture tells us that God is infinite, 
eternal and unchangeable in his being, 
wisdom, power, holiness, justice, 
goodness and truth. Scripture tells us 
that this God cannot deny himself. 
It is this self-contained, wholly 
self-dependent God who speaks in 
Scripture. It is not rationalism to 
assert that Scripture cannot also reveal 
a God who does deny himself, a god 
who creates man with powers equal to 
himself, who creates little gods next to 
himself. For Scripture speaking is God 
speaking. Is God indeterminate? Has 
he no character?

Lutherans and Irrationalism
At this point, Calvinism and 
Lutheranism, as set forth in 
Pieper’s work, part company. With 

unquestioned desire to follow 
Scripture wherever it may lead him, 
Pieper virtually holds that it may lead 
anywhere. It may teach “that God 
intends what is never accomplished”. 
God “intends to save the world 
through Christ.” Nevertheless “God’s 
purpose is not accomplished in a part 
of mankind” (vol. II, p. 27).

This approach is irrationalist in 
character. If God’s will of decree can 
be resisted, He is as Luther would say 
“a ridiculous God.” The nature of his 
power would be indistinguishable 
from the nature of man’s cause. 
The distinction between God as 
original or ultimate cause and man 
as derivative and dependent cause 
would be done away. Then Luther’s 
words are applicable:

But if I know not the distinction 
between our working and the 
power of God, I know not 
God Himself (The Bondage of 
the Will, Engl. transl., Grand 
Rapids, 1931).

Moreover, the irrationalist doctrine 
of the human will leads away from 
the Protestant doctrine of Scripture.
Romanism required men to have 
implicit faith in the church. From this 
slavery of men to other men Luther 
appealed to Scripture.

What say you, Erasmus? Is it not 
enough that you submit your 
opinion to the Scriptures? Do 
you submit it to the decrees of the 
church also? What can the church 
decree, that is not decreed in the 
Scriptures? If it can, where then 
remains the liberty and power 
of judging those who make the 
decrees? (Idem, p. 22).

The very idea of the Bible as a final 
standard of judgment becomes 
meaningless on the assumption 
that there is no God who controls 
whatsoever comes to pass. Faith would 
be blind trust in the guesses of men 
themselves surrounded by Chance.

The Outlook | 8



 
Cornelius Van Til was the 
professor of Apologetics 
at Westminster Seminary, 
Philadelphia, PA

Lutheran Apologetics
We must now inquire about the 
nature of Lutheran Apologetics as 
Pieper and others think of it. Do we 
not expect him to call upon men 
simply to believe in the Scriptures 
as the Word of God? If his doctrine 
of Scripture is irrationalist in nature, 
how then can he appeal to reason at 
all? Yet, to “reason” he does appeal.

When we compare the Holy 
Scriptures according to content 
and style with other ‘Bibles’ in 
the world, e.g., with the Koran, — 
then a reasonable reason cannot 
do otherwise than conclude that 
the Scriptures must be divine and 
confess that it is more reasonable 
to grant the divinity of Scripture 
than to deny it. This is the domain 
of apologetics (vol. I, p. 310).

Again,

Christ is appealing not only to the 
Scriptures, but also to something 
which is known even to natural 
reason — to the omnipotence of 
God (Idem, p. 311).

This conception of Apologetics as 
held by Pieper and other Lutherans is 
essentially the same as that of other 
“evangelicals” or “conservatives”. 
Together with other “conservatives”, 
Pieper appeals to the “natural man” 
as having within him, as standard 
by which he can judge the truth or 
falsity of the Scriptural claim to its 
own authority.

Ego-Theology
The final question now presses 
itself upon those who hold to the 
Reformed Faith. The Calvinist 
certainly believes in the Scriptures as 
self-authenticating. For believing this, 
he is virtually labeled as irrationalist 

by the “conservatives” as represented 
by Carnell. Carnell wants “reason 
to canvass the evidence of a given 
authority”, including that of Scripture.
Again, the Calvinist certainly believes 
that it is God, the self-contained and 
self-determinate God, who speaks in 
Scripture. For believing this he is called 
a rationalist by the “conservatives” 
as represented by Pieper. How is it 
possible that the various classes of 
“conservatives”, the more rationalist 
and the more irrationalist types 
agree in a common opposition to 
the Reformed Faith? It is because of 
their common assumption of man as 
having certain ultimate powers. Even 
the conservative Lutherans, though 
they oppose synergism, hold to a view 
of man that is basically similar to that 
of Arminianism. In assuming man’s 
“freedom” to resist the counsel of God, 
conservatives virtually allow that God 
is confronted with facts over which he 
has no control. This is irrationalism.

In assuming man’s “freedom” to do 
that which is beyond the bounds 
of God’s plan or providence, the 
conservative at the same time 
virtually assumes that God and man 
are equally subject to laws of logic 
that operate in a Universe enveloping 
both. This is rationalism.

Both irrationalism and rationalism 
are thus seen to spring from a 
common source. That source is 
the assumption of man’s “freedom” 
or ultimacy. It is the human ego, 
unwilling to recognize that it is a 
creature and a sinner. Of course, the 
conservative is neither a rationalist 
nor an irrationalist at heart. As a true 
Christian, he, at heart, believes what 
the Reformed Christian believes. 
And, of course, the Reformed 
Christian also harbors remnants of 

both irrationalism and rationalism in 
his attitude toward life.

But granting this, it is the Reformed 
system of thought, and therefore the 
Reformed concept of Scripture which 
alone makes a serious effort to set 
forth a consistently Christian position 
in the world today.

The Reformation
As this is being written, it is 
Reformation day. Is that a time for 
forgetting such things as have been 
spoken of in this article? Apparently, 
our Lutheran brethren do not think 
so. Neither do we. It is, to be sure, a 
time to thank God for what Luther 
did. It is also a time to thank God for 
what all “Bible-believing Christians” 
are doing. But those who would be 
true to the “Protestant Heritage” must 
continue, among themselves, to search 
for the true principle of Protestantism. 
A Bible as self-authenticating, not 
subject to a standard resting in man, 
a Bible speaking the word of the self-
contained and self-determinate God, 
the God who cannot deny Himself, 
that is, we believe the true principle of 
Protestantism. But the “conservatives” 
or “evangelicals” today do not, as a rule, 
believe in the Bible in this way without 
qualification. And to the extent that 
they depart from believing in the 
Bible as the self-authenticating Word 
of the self-contained God, they depart 
from the principle of Protestantism. 
And a true Christian apologetic is a 
true Protestant apologetic.

 

...it is the Reformed system of thought, and therefore 
the Reformed concept of Scripture which alone 
makes a serious effort to set forth a consistently 
Christian position in the world today. 
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Protestantism After Christendom Dr. D. G. Hart
& 
Mr. J. R. Muether

are directly related to Protestant 
perceptions of Roman Catholicism. 
Prior to the 1960s, Protestant efforts to 
Christianize America were explicitly 
anti-Roman Catholic. For those older 
Protestants, Roman Catholicism 
stood for a backward form of 
Christianity that was impossible to 
harmonize with the political and 
economic freedoms embodied in 
the United States. Since the 1960s, 
evangelical Protestants have reversed 
course on Roman Catholicism and 
now regard communicants of Rome 
as generally reliable allies in the effort 
to preserve a Christian America. 
Ironically then, both the older anti-
Catholicism and current friendliness 
with Roman Catholicism are products 
of a common impulse: the desire to 
preserve Christendom.

..
..

..
..

..
..

..
..

..
..

..
..

..

In the introduction to their best-
selling book, Resident Aliens, 

Stanley Hauerwas and William 
Willimon identified the end 
of Christendom in America. It 
happened on a Sunday evening in the 
summer of 1963 when a movie theater 
in Greenville, South Carolina opened 
its doors for business, liberating 
consumers from the tyranny of 
Bible-belt blue laws. Ever since that 
day, American Christians have had 
to adjust to the challenge of living in 
a time and place where Christianity 
was no longer the culturally-
dominant religious influence.

Of course the authors were being 
characteristically provocative, 
and many other observers believe 
that Christendom in America is 
not dead yet. World magazine still 
claims to find a pulse. In a recent 
issue, editor Marvin Olasky suggests 
that, despite the anti-Christian bias 
of the secular media, claims about 
the decline of Christian influence 
in America are overstated. He finds 
counterevidence in polling data that 
reveal evangelical Christianity is 
still a robust and popular worldview 
and perhaps even on the dawn of 
a new awakening. This evidence, 
however, conflates the genuine 
growth and maturity of the church 
with indicators that conservative 
Christian values still predominate 
in American public life, and it 
views the role of the church as 
largely pragmatic: the church is an 
instrument for the transformation 
of culture.

What should not be missed in 
either laments about the decline of 
Christian America or diagnosticians 
who still detect its vigorous pulse is 
that hopes for a Christian America 

The notion of “Christian America” is 
of longstanding tenure. When George 
Washington left office in 1796, he 
warned the young nation that it 
could not sustain national morality 
“in exclusion of religious principle.” 
Similarly, Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
a half century ago, declared that 
American government “makes no 
sense unless it is founded on a deeply 
felt religious principle–and I don’t 
care what it is.” We have come to 
expect such pronouncements from 
our commanders-in-chief, even if 
they come from two such sources of 
dubious orthodoxy.

For nearly two centuries in America, 
“Protestantism” was short for the 
“Protestant Establishment.” The 
American way of life was religious, 
and its faith was Protestant. It may 
have been generic, but it was still 
specifically not Roman Catholic and 
therefore positively Protestant. If this 
language has yielded to a broader 
notion of “Judeo-Christian values,” it 
is still characterized by a concern to 
preserve a form of Christian America. 
Christianity supplied the building 
blocks for the west. It must continue 
to sustain that function. If morally 
conservative Roman Catholics want 
to join us, then let us lay aside the 
animosities of the past and collaborate. 
Both sides now fight secularism with 
“faith-based” politics.

To many conservative Protestants the 
thought of abandoning hopes for a 
Christian transformation of culture is 
at best to lower the aim of one’s faith; 
at worst it is a gnostic abandonment of 
the created order. So important is the 
preservation of a Christian civilization 
in America (however vaguely defined) 
that theological differences are now 
relegated to what the late Robert 
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Webber described as “second-order 
matters” that were far from the heart 
of Christian spirituality. Peter Kreeft 
unwittingly takes this argument to 
its logical conclusion in his book, 
Ecumenical Jihad. There he imagines 
not only Evangelicals and Catholics 
together, but a coalition of religionists 
that include Eastern Orthodox and 
even Muslims.

But if we look more carefully at the 
Reformation and the historic teaching 
of Protestantism, we actually see that 
the opposite is the case: to abandon 
hopes for a Christian America is to 
stop confounding America (or any 
one nation) with the kingdom of 
God. The Reformers recognized that 
Christ’s kingdom is not of this world. 
If that is the case, the real lowering of 
the church’s aim may come not from 
those who abandon but from those 
who hold on to and pine for the ideal 
of Christendom. “Family values” and 
“faith-based politics” hardly pass for 
historic Christian orthodoxy. To be 
sure, Roman Catholics have much to 
teach Protestants and non-Christians 
about a wide variety of ethical and 
social questions. But those are the 
same Roman Catholics who continue 
to insist that Protestants have nothing 
to teach Rome about justification, 
the imputed righteousness of Christ, 
the proper observance of the Lord’s 
Supper, or the biblical pattern of 
church government. Christianizing 
America is one thing; cursing false 
teaching is another.

The Death of the Protestant 
Mainline
Of course, the ecclesiastical 
landscape has altered radically 
in the past half century with the 
staggering decline of mainline 
Protestantism and evangelicalism 
as its replacement. Healthy and 
self-conscious denominations in 
America—Presbyterian, Lutheran, 
Episcopalian, Baptist, or Methodist—
seem like ancient memories. In 
1958, President Eisenhower laid the 
cornerstone in the “God-box”—the 

National Council of Church’s new 
headquarters on Riverside Drive 
in Manhattan; that building is now 
a ghost town, with denominations 
fleeing New York for smaller and 
cheaper real estate. Mainline 
Presbyterians left for Louisville; 
Congregationalists left for Cleveland.

Compared to constituting relatively 
half the American population a 
half-century ago, today mainline 
Protestants comprise about eight 
percent, according to some estimates. 
Even worse is the graying of that 
remnant—the average age of a 
mainline Protestant is over fifty years 
old. The practices of Protestant piety 
are disappearing even from these 
numbers: less than half of them pray 
and read the Bible daily. A Roman 
Catholic observer once remarked 
that he expects his grandchildren to 
ask him, “What’s a Methodist?,” as if 
that term were a curiosity from the 
American past, like the John Birch 
Society, the Free Masons, or the 
Grand Army of the Republic.

However, the death of the mainline 
is not the death of Protestantism. 
In Christianity and Liberalism J. 
Gresham Machen distinguished 
historic Protestantism from neo-
Protestantism (read: liberalism). 
Protestant modernism was not the 
inevitable result of Protestant faith 
and practice; rather it represented 
the accommodation of faith to the 
demands of the age. It was, in fact, 
an effort to adapt Christianity to 
the American way of life and so 
preserve the church’s authority and 
moral influence. Often forgotten was 
liberal Protestantism’s laudable effort 
to defend Christianity and make it 
relevant to life in the modern world. 
It was not a rejection of orthodoxy 
for rebellion’s sake. Liberals sincerely 
believed that they were being true 

to the core of Christian truth and 
that conservatives were needlessly 
holding on to extraneous doctrines 
and practices.

The irony is that much of the faith and 
practice that goes today by the name 
evangelical is following the trail blazed 
by Protestant modernists. Growing 
admiration for Roman Catholicism 
is arguably the most glaring sign of 
this trend. Of course, the doctrines 
of the Trinity and the deity of Christ 
are closer to Christian orthodoxy 
than the fatherhood of God and the 
brotherhood of man. But the doctrine 
of salvation, faithful worship, and a 
rightly ordered church are not exactly 
insignificant to Christian witness. 
Consequently, by neglecting those 
parts of the Reformation that would 
prevent Protestants from wondering 
if the Reformation is over, evangelicals 
dangerously approach ground 
already trod by liberal Protestants. 
From this perspective, “Evangelicals 
and Catholics Together” looks less 
like an ecumenical breakthrough 
than a desperate effort to preserve 
Christendom.

In contrast to either a “search for 
Christian America” or the rebirth of 
Christendom was an understanding of 
the true nature of the kingdom of God 
and its advance toward the new heavens 
and new earth. Machen articulated 
well the contrast between efforts to 
locate the realities of the gospel in this 
world and the hope for a world to come 
through the ministry of word and 
sacrament. He also recognized how 
liberating the Christian ministry was 
from this otherworldly perspective. 
As he said to the 1931 graduates of 
Westminster Seminary:

Remember, this at least—the 
things in which the world is now 
interested are the things that are 

 

“Remember, this at least—the things in which the    
world is now interested are the things that are seen; 
but the things that are seen are temporal and the 
things that are not seen are eternal...”
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seen; but the things that are seen 
are temporal and the things that 
are not seen are eternal. You, as 
ministers of Christ, are called to 
deal with the unseen things. You 
are stewards of the mysteries of 
God. You alone can lead men, by 
the proclamation of God’s Word, 
out of the crash and jazz and noise 
and rattle and smoke of this weary 
age into the green pastures and 
beside the still waters; you alone, 
as ministers of reconciliation, 
can give what the world with all 
its boasting and pride can never 
give—the infinite sweetness of the 
communion of the redeemed soul 
with the living God.

Protestants, Roman 
Catholics and Liberty
As much as the older American 
Protestant opposition to Rome was 
defective, it was nevertheless correct 
in identifying the chief issue with 
Roman Catholic teaching as liberty. 
The problem was (and still is) that 
American Protestants took their 
conception of liberty from the United 
States’ political theory rather than 
the Reformation and the Bible. From 
the angle of American government, 
the pope and the Vatican did 
appear to signify something foreign 
to the United States’ founding 
principles. Rome seemed to stand for 
authoritarianism, dogmatism, and 
superstition compared to American 
ideals of individual liberty, freedom 
of thought, and pragmatism. But now 
that Roman Catholics in America 
are as much a part of efforts to 
defend national ideals and political 
institutions as evangelicals are, Rome 
presents a different riddle from the 
one that mainline Protestants tried 
to solve just after World War II. Then 
the dilemma was what to do with 
a church that was out of synch with 
American rhythms. Now it is what to 
do with a seemingly different church 
that agrees so much with Protestants 
morality and a healthy society.

Missing from this assessment of 
changing Protestant and Roman 
Catholic relations is the bigger riddle 
of Christian, as opposed to political, 
liberty. What is the nature of liberty 
according to Reformed teaching? 
According to the Westminster 
Confession, one of the rare Reformed 
creeds to devote an entire chapter to 
the subject:

The liberty which Christ hath 
purchased for believers under 
the gospel consists in their 
freedom from the guilt of sin, 
the condemning wrath of God, 
the curse of the moral law; and, 
in their being delivered from this 
present evil world, bondage to 
Satan, and dominion of sin; from 
the evil of afflictions, the sting of 
death, the victory of the grave, 
and everlasting damnation; as 
also, in their free access to God, 
and their yielding obedience 
unto him, not out of slavish fear, 
but a childlike love and willing 
mind. (WCF 20.1)

This kind of Christian liberty has 
nothing to do with civil rights, 
federalism, republicanism, or 
democracy. It is a thoroughly spiritual 
conception based on the idea being 
liberated from the estate of sin and 
misery and being delivered into an 
estate of salvation, where fellowship 
with God through Christ is the 
ultimate source of life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness.

In that case, opposition to Roman 
Catholicism still makes sense because 

Rome is still, as it was at the time 
of the Reformation, an obstacle to 
Christian liberty. By equivocating on 
the sufficiency of Christ to set us from 
the tyranny of the devil, by subjecting 
church members to unbiblical forms 
of worship and church government, 
Roman Catholicism usurps the 
lordship of Christ and establishes a 
rival authority that leads to bondage 
and fear. As such, Rome is still hostile 
to freedom, the Christian as opposed 
to the American kind. The question 
is not whether Roman Catholic 
teachings and practices somehow 
reinforce American conceptions 
of liberty and equality. Instead, the 
issue is whether Rome’s ministry is 
consistent with the freedom available 
through the gospel of Christ.

Before Protestants began to conflate 
political and spiritual ideals of liberty, 
they used to recognize Rome as a 
form of spiritual tyranny, a heavier 
burden than Christ’s light yoke. 
The only way that Protestants will 
continue to protest against Rome—
and the only legitimate form of 
protest against Roman Catholicism—
is if they maintain and defend 
the spiritual liberty purchased by 
Christ in his death and resurrection. 
Without this proper understanding 
of Christian liberty, anti-Catholicism 
will look like just one more form of 
unwholesome bigotry. But with it, 
the Reformation will look like a cause 
worth defending. And Protestantism 
will appear a necessary response to 
any effort, by Rome or any other 
Christian ministry, to usurp the 
mediatorial rule of Christ as the only 
redeemer of God’s elect.
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Ruth’s Story as Our Story: 
An Introduction 

Rev. L. Charles
Jackson

Introduction
For generations the book of Ruth has held a prominent place 
as one of the Bible’s greatest love stories. Ruth has an attractive 
“happily-ever-after” quality where a widow’s fortune turns on 
a dime from death to resurrection. This places her in the arms 
of a powerful man who rescues her from poverty and restores 
the fortunes of her family. In fact, some people enjoy reading 
Ruth almost entirely for its romantic qualities. After all, what 
short story could beat the stunning combination of death and 
widowhood that concludes with a happy marriage and the 
birth of a beautiful baby boy! Some believe that when Benjamin 
Franklin was a diplomat to the French courts, he read the book 
of Ruth in a meeting of the French King and French nobles in 
order to impress them with an example of the most profoundly 
beautiful love story that he had ever heard. If this is true, Franklin 
was not alone in his assessment of Ruth as an amazing short story. 
One theologian says, “It is a tale of charm and delight.” Another 
hails it as “the loveliest complete work on a small scale, handed 
down to us as an ethical treatise and idyll.” Still another scholar 
asserts that “no poet in the world has written a more beautiful 
short story.”1

The book of Ruth is named for one of the principal characters of 
the story. Neither Ruth or the two other main characters, Naomi 
and Boaz, dazzle us with any of the mythical qualities so common 
to the heroes or the heroines of classical antiquity. For instance, 
none of the cast of players would leap onto the pages of Plutarch’s 
Lives or demand a place in one of Homer’s epic poems, and Boaz 
is certainly not Beowulf. In fact, we do not have any record of the 
main characters accomplishing any extraordinary feats in war 
or politics. Rather, they seem to be ordinary people dealing with 
the ordinary problems of life, but with a steady faithfulness to 
God. This might be exactly the quality so striking in the story of 
Ruth. Still, we cannot overlook the fact that the book of Ruth is 
packed with the attractive features of a beautiful young woman 
discovering love after the death of her husband.

Ruth is certainly filled with a moving portrait of love and 
emotion. Ruth’s story, however, is more than a quant little tale 
of deep sorrow and passionate love, and this is where the story 
becomes the most genuinely satisfying. Ruth is actually a work 
of redemptive history. When you read Ruth with attention to its 
theological qualities, you pleasantly discover that Ruth contains 
much more than a beautiful love story about how a boy meets a 
girl. Indeed, when theology guides the reader through the story 
of Ruth it doesn’t dampen its quality as a love story like an overly 
professorial preacher. To the contrary, the reader is dazzled 
with a miraculous combination of human love flawlessly and 

providentially guided by the sovereign 
and artistic hand of divine love. Human 
romance becomes a guide and even a faint 
reflection of the more stunning qualities 
of heavenly love that fills the brief pages 
of this amazing little story. Indeed, Ruth 
virtually explodes the soul with meaning 
that only heaven could begin to contain. 
This is especially the case when the reader 
who lives in faithfulness to God discovers 
that Ruth’s story is also their story; it is the 
story of the gospel.

Date
Ruth doesn’t provide any direct 
identification about the date in the story 
itself. However, the narrative opens during 
the end of period of the Judges (“when 
the judges judged”(1:1). The setting we 
discover in the opening lines points us to 
a probable date for the book. That is to 
say, it appears that the best estimate of the 
date for the writing of the book of Ruth is 
most likely during the early monarchy of 
Israel (c. 1000 b.c.). As arranged in most 
English versions of the Bible, Ruth follows 
the book of Judges. This arrangement, 
though not consistent with its sequence in 
the Hebrew canon, accords well with the 
chronology of the story itself.

The earliest date that Ruth would have 
been written was probably when David 
was anointed King (1 Samuel 16). It was 
most certainly not written after David’s 
reign, especially since the genealogy at 
the end of the book of Ruth is only three 
generations before David. The genealogy 
indicates that the latest date for Ruth was 
probably during the pinnacle of David’s 
fame, since a later date would more than 
likely have required the inclusion of 
Solomon’s name in the genealogy. It is 
hard to imagine that the author would 
have written during or after Solomon’s 
reign and yet would have ignored this 
great king’s place in the genealogy.
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The time when the “judges judged” is 
also the time when two other accounts 
from the Bethlehem Trilogy occurred 
(e.g., Micah and the Levite, recorded 
in Judges 17–18, and the Levite and 
His Concubine, recorded in Judges 
19–21). Here then Ruth might have 
been what some scholars call the third 
Bethlehem episode in the period of 
Judges, but Ruth is recorded not as a 
part of the book of Judges, but rather as 
an important separate story on its own. 
Hence, we conclude that the book was 
written during the early monarchy of 
David, or perhaps at the end of the reign 
of King Saul, but certainly before the 
enthronement of Solomon (c. 1000 b.c.) 
This may shine light on the reasons that 
David, fleeing from King Saul, would 
seek refuge for his family with the king 
of Moab (1 Samuel 22:3).

Author
It is reasonable to ascribe authorship 
of the book of Ruth to the prophet 
Samuel. Some have argued that the 
prophet Nathan wrote Ruth. Yet, the 
author was most probably Samuel, 
who also wrote the book of Judges. The 
book itself doesn’t declare its author, 
but Hebrew tradition from the earliest 
of times ascribes the book to Samuel, 
and there is no reason either in the text 
or from external sources to question 
this tradition.

Internal evidence allows for Samuel as 
the author of Ruth. For instance, the 
brevity of the genealogy in 4:18–22 
argues for an earlier rather than a later 
date of composition, which would align 
nicely with Samuel. Samuel had good 
reason to author such a book. He knew 
that his anointing of David (1 Samuel 16) 
would cause potential division between 
the northern and southern tribes of the 
nation (2 Samuel 1–5). Thus, he was 
happy to demonstrate that David was 
from the line of Judah, fulfilling Jacob’s 
prophecy (Ruth 4:12,18; cf. Genesis 38; 
49:8–12). The exclusion of Solomon 
from the genealogy at the end of the 
book also supports Samuel’s authorship 
of the book of Ruth.

Old Testament Stories and 
Our Interpretative Approach
Because of his rich mercy towards men, 
God has given us the gospel message 
in beautiful stories. In fact, the bulk of 
biblical literature is in narrative form, 
in stories. One of the best known is 
Jonah’s prophecy. Jonah’s story is a true 
tale filled with as many colorful and 
ironic images of redemption as almost 
any book in the Bible. Yet Jonah’s words, 
like the story of Ruth, are redemptive 
history.

These Old Testament stories contain 
images of the grace of the Lord Jesus 
Christ on every page. What the reader 
discovers when reading the story is 
not merely a love story or a series of 
moral lessons; one finds the message 
of redemption; the reader comes face 
to face with the gospel in this story. 
Hence, we approach the text as a literal 
narrative of Ruth’s actual experience 
as well as one filled with theology. It is 
theological narrative. We want to try 
to read the narrative the same way that 
Christ taught his disciples to read the 
Old Testament after the resurrection—
with the story of Jesus as the theological 
center of the story of the Old Testament. 
Jesus’ own approach to the Old 
Testament is clearly seen as he speaks 
to the disciples on the road to Emmaus: 
“And beginning at Moses and all the 
Prophets, He expounded to them in all 
the Scriptures the things concerning 
Himself ” (Luke 24:27).

Here Jesus treats the texts of the Old 
Testament as redemptive history that 
has himself as the focus. This means 
that, although we must handle the text 
of Scripture according to its literal, 
historical, and grammatical meaning, 
yet we are not allowed to neglect the 
redemptive or Christ-centered purpose 
of the text. In other words, a literal 
approach is not in conflict with a 
redemptive-historical approach to the 
text. Indeed, they must go hand-in-
hand.

By redemptive-historical we mean the 
connections the story has, not only 

immediately to the people in Ruth’s 
day, but to salvation history and to the 
story of the gospel as it relates to Jesus. 
This means that Ruth’s story is our 
story because we hear a fresh, beautiful 
account of the gospel and God’s love 
for sinners, which is connected to the 
coming of Jesus our savior.

This is true of Old Testament stories 
in general. Jonah, for instance, was a 
literal man who actually and historically 
experienced the events that are 
described in his prophecy. Jonah is not 
a parable or a work of fiction. It is not 
an allegorical or mythical illustration 
of theological truths. It is an actual, 
historical and prophetic narrative; it is a 
theological/redemptive story.

Covenant Theology
This is exactly how Jesus interpreted 
the Old Testament. We approach 
Ruth’s story in the same way Christ 
approached the Old Testament, as 
part of the words of the covenant. We 
approach it assuming that Christ is 
present in the narrative and that by this 
story we will be called to follow after 
our Lord faithfully. Ruth’s story fits into 
and is connected to the unfolding of 
God’s covenant of grace in Jesus Christ. 
As Meredith Kline notes about the Old 
Testament,

Thus a literary dimension is 
added to the functional in our 
identification of the Old Testament 
in all its parts as a covenantal 
corpus. Our thesis is then that 
whatever the individual names of 
the several major literary genres of 
the Old Testament, as adopted in 
the Old Testament their common 
surname is Covenant. 2

Ruth’s story, you see, is part of the 
unfolding covenant of grace and the 
message of the gospel. And what a 
beautiful gospel story it is! God is holy 
and sovereign as well as tender and 
compassionate towards needy sinners 
of all tribes and all nations.

This gospel message is unmistakably 
clear in the story of Ruth. In remarkable 
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and vivid images God tells us one of 
sweetest and most touching stories 
of all time. No matter who you are or 
what you think about yourself, if you 
submit to God, you will be blessed. If, 
however, you do anything else, you will 
be damned and you will deserve it. This 
message burst the bounds of any man-
made theology. To the contrary, this 
message unfolds before us in all of the 
vivid colors of browned fields burned 
into a famine-riddled countryside. We 
feel the faith dilemma of Naomi and 
Ruth not in the pounding of a pulpit, 
but in the heart-pounding and gut-
wrenching loss of fathers, sons and 
husbands combined with the torturous 
humiliation of returning to a land of 
certain ridicule and painful memories 
of days gone by. Yes, this is the gospel 
in a story that one will not soon forget.

Jesus offers us insight into this approach 
with respect to Jonah. He speaks of 
Jonah as a literal, historical figure. Jesus 
refers to Jonah as a man whose actual 
historical experience points forward 
to Christ’s coming experience as 
Redeemer (Matthew 12:39). He speaks 
of the experience of Jonah as having 
redemptive design and redemptive 
purposes. Thus, Jonah’s story contains 
literal facts, which have been divinely 
structured and beautifully arranged 
to point us forward to Jesus. That is to 
say, the literal events of the prophecy 
act as redemptive images of the coming 
work of Christ. Jesus even refers to 
Jonah’s experience in the belly of 
the fish as a “sign.” Thus, he cites the 
repentance of the city of Nineveh as 
another redemptive event that had 
correspondence to the events of his own 
ministry.

But He answered and said to 
them, “An evil and adulterous 
generation seeks after a sign, and 
no sign will be given to it except 
the sign of the prophet Jonah. 
For as Jonah was three days and 
three nights in the belly of the 
great fish, so will the Son of Man 
be three days and three nights in 
the heart of the earth. The men 

of Nineveh will rise up in the 
judgment with this generation 
and condemn it, because they 
repented at the preaching of 
Jonah; and indeed a greater than 
Jonah is here (Matthew 12:39–41).

Old Testament narrative is not randomly 
pulled from the memory of ancient Jews 
because they make for good bedtime 
stories for little Jewish children. The 
stories in the Old Testament are a 
record of redemption that God has 
sovereignly structured to contain a 
twofold yet singular purpose of telling 
us about a specific historical story while 
also teaching us about our own story 
in Christ. The story doesn’t contain a 
“different or higher sense, but a different 
or high application of the same sense.”3 
You will experience this for yourself as 
you study your way through the story 
of Ruth. As the disciples on the road to 
Emmaus, you will feel your heart burn 
within you as you encounter your own 
story in the story of Ruth.

Typology as a key
When we read the Old Testament we 
need to appreciate what theologians 
call “typology.” As noted already, this 
is how Jesus handled the scriptures 
with his disciples. The Old Testament 
is not a collection of fascinating moral 
stories; it is the story of redemption 
that in a variety of amazing literary and 
artistic ways teaches about Jesus. What 
do we mean by the word, “typology?” 
For a helpful look at this subject see 
R.T. France’s book, Jesus and the Old 
Testament: His Application of Old 
Testament Passages to Himself and His 
Mission. France helps us to read Old 
Testament books with an appreciation 
for what theologians call typology.

The word typology comes from 
the Greek word, tupos, which 
means a pattern or model. 
Typology will, therefore, be 
concerned with persons events, 
etc., that are viewed as models 
or patterns for other persons, 
events, etc. 4

This is not the same as allegory, which 
says that a person place or event within 

a story does not stand on its own, but 
exists merely to represent something 
else. An allegorical reading associates 
the story with mere symbolism. This 
is different from using typology. A 
type is an event that stands on its own, 
but as an event it also points forward 
to the coming of another event for 
which it provides a pattern. Typology 
is grounded not in mere images, but in 
actual history that contains theology. 
This is why we say that Jonah was an 
actual, historical man who truly and 
literally was swallowed by a giant fish 
that God had preordained for this 
purpose. The whole story was a real 
event of history, but one that God had 
sovereignly arranged and artistically 
designed to act as a pattern of his work 
in the future. This is theological history 
or redemptive narrative.

This approach is stunning when you 
imagine that God did not merely create 
a story, as an ingenious human author 
would do by using his imagination, but 
he brought the story to life in time and in 
space for his glory and for our salvation. 
While the best human authors craft 
stories that are pure fiction, God creates 
actual historical stories, which become 
better than any story every imagined in 
the minds of the world’s most creative 
authors.

It is even more amazing when we 
consider that we are reading a story that 
is part of a larger narrative that God is 
artistically and sovereignly creating in 
history. In the Bible there is an overall 
narrative or what we might call a 
“metanarrative.” This is the overarching 
story of redemption that is unfolding as 
it leads us directly to Jesus. So Richard 
Gaffin notes,

Only gradually has orthodox 
scholarship come to recognize 
that biblical revelation is given as 
an organically unfolding process, 
that is, as a history, and that 
dealing with the biblical writers in 
terms of their respective places in 
this history, that is with respect to 
their individual contributions, is 
not only desirable but necessary. 5
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Questions for Consideration

1. What are some of the initial reasons that Ruth is such an   
 appealing story?

2.  Who are the three main characters in the Story of Ruth?

3.  How does the author describe the main characters?

4.  What guides the reader through the story of Ruth?  

5.  What is the most likely date for Ruth? Why?

6.  Who wrote the story of Ruth?

7.  The Bible is written in what form or genre of literature?

8.  Why is Luke 24:27 important for our understanding of the book   
     of Ruth?

9.  What role does covenant theology play?

10. What is typology?

11. What is allegory?

12. How is Ruth’s story our story?

This is precisely how one must approach 
the book of Ruth, as part of the 
organic unfolding of God’s history of 
redemption. So Sinclair Ferguson says,

The book of Ruth is part of the 
biblical narrative of redemptive 
history. It describes one more 
stage in the purposes of God as 
they moved inexorably towards 
the final redemption of his people 
through Jesus Christ.6

The Old Testament stories are all part 
of the unfolding story of redemption, 
and we should read them with this kind 
of theological and literary sensitivity. 
If we do, we will discover a wealth of 
meaning. France says:  

There is a consistency in God’s 
dealings with men. Thus, his acts 
in the Old Testament will present 
a pattern which can be seen to be 
repeated in the New Testament 
events; these may therefore be 
interpreted by reference to the 
pattern displayed in the Old 
Testament. New Testament 
typology is thus essentially the 
tracing of the constant principles of 
God’s working in history, revealing 
a “recurring rhythm in past history 
which is taken up more fully and 
perfectly in the Gospel events. 7

Jesus said that Jonah’s experience was 
a sign. It was a redemptive symbol 
or image of that which Christ would 
come to do. This is precisely how Jesus 
approached Jonah’s story. If one may call 
this a “method,” then Jesus taught this 
method in Luke 24 when he explained 
that the entire Old Testament should be 
approached with the covenant of grace 
and his redemptive work as the focus 
of the Scriptures. The narrative is filled 
with redemptive images that teach us of 
Christ and the covenant of grace.

Our Story
Thus, when we read and when we 
study the book of Ruth, not merely 
as a love story or a moral lesson, but 
as theological narrative, we find that 
Ruth’s story is also our story. The gospel 

of life is taught in the story of Ruth. As 
such, our story is hidden in her story. 
Like Ruth, we were dead and without 
hope, but for the coming into our lives 
of our faithful kinsman redeemer. We, 
like Ruth, long for bread in the midst 
of famine and pain; Christ provides us 
with nourishment. We long to go to 
the house of bread to find such food. 
We, too, long for King Jesus to reign 
complete in our own lives and those 
around us. We know he is the legitimate 
ruler who saves his people. We also 
hope as Ruth hoped that God looks 
kindly towards those who respond to 
him with faith, and so we fall down as 
Ruth fell down, and we cling tightly to 
the hope of Messiah. So much is here in 
this story that is also our story. Some of 
you may be able to relate intimately to 
the themes of helplessness, widowhood, 
and hunger. But all of us can relate to the 
timeless themes of redemption because 
they are universal to man’s great need of 
God.

When you read the book of Ruth with 
Christ as its center, I hope you will 
experience the same thing the disciples 
did on the road to Emmaus. They heard 
the Old Testament expounded and they 

responded saying, “Did not our hearts 
burn within us while He talked with us 
on the road, and while He opened the 
Scriptures to us?” (Luke 24:32).

————————
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Ruth as Literature & Some Themes Rev. L. Charles
Jackson

We are better able to pay attention 
to the theology of the story of 

redemption if we recognize that as a 
story, it is a work of literature. Leland 
Ryken says,

There is a quiet revolution going 
on in the study of the Bible. At its 
center is a growing awareness that 
the Bible is a work of literature 
and that the methods of literary 
scholarship are a necessary part of 
any complete study of the Bible.1

Hence, we are required to follow the 
normal rules of interpreting literature. 
We use what some might call literary 
analysis as we look at the structure, 
the style, and the content of the book 
of Ruth as a work of literature. Robert 
Alter, a world-renowned expert in 
biblical literature, notes:

By literary analysis I mean the 
manifold varieties of minutely 
discriminating attention to 
the artful use of language, 
to the shifting play of ideas, 
conventions, tone, sound, 
imagery, syntax, narrative view 
point, compositional units, 
and much else; the kind of 
disciplined attention, in other 
words, which through a whole 
spectrum of critical approaches 
has illuminated, for example 
the poetry of Dante, the plays 
of Shakespeare, the novels of 
Tolstoy. . . . The Bible’s value as a 
religious document is intimately 
and inseparably related to its 
value as literature.2

At this point some may say, “Yes but 
the Bible is not like Shakespeare or 
Dante; it is the authoritative word 
of God.” However, Alter argues that 
this sort of critical analysis of the 

Bible’s literary art and structure, “far 
from neglecting the Bible’s religious 
character, focuses attention on it in a 
more nuanced way.”3 To treat the Bible 
as a work of literature does not require 
one to treat it as if it were exactly the 
same as all other literature. Yet, since 
the Bible is literature, it simply allows 
us to use helpful tools to interpret it.

This approach restricts us to the 
meaning of the author’s actual words, 
and it liberates us to investigate the 
use of images as part of the literary 
structure of the book with more 
sensitivity to God’s literary, artistic 
beauty. This enables us to be even more 
sensitive to the theological instruction 
that comes by way of divine artistry. 
When we pay careful attention to the 
literary qualities of the whole Bible, we 
also analyze Old Testament writings as 

part of a larger corpus of redemptive 
literature as one book. This strengthens 
rather than weakens our theology.

We are free to enjoy God’s artistic 
work in the history of redemption as 
he masterfully weaves together a story 
that leads us to Jesus. We learn to 
appreciate the art of language as God 
communicates to us. One author says,

Where the visual artist works 
with paint, clay, and bronze, and 
as a craftsman penetrates deeply 
into the secrets of his materials, 
the writer uses language. It is 
a good starting point for us as 
readers to realize that whatever 
a text does, it does through 
language. . . . Good readers will, 
in a way, follow in the writer’s 
footsteps by loving language and 
handling it creatively.4

This method or approach liberates 
us to appreciate the redemptive 
images that flood our minds when 
we see Jonah pictured on a boat in 
the midst of the raging waters of the 
sea. We can note the redemptive 
images of death and salvation that 
rush to view when Jonah describes 
his descent into sheol in the belly of 
the fish. As Jonah is vomited on dry 
land, we note the picture of salvation 
common to other Old Testament 
writings that describe God’s people 
coming through threatening waters 
of judgment onto dry land.

We can interpret stories like Jonah 
and Ruth as part of the Bible and 
its overall message of salvation in 
Christ. It is very important to do 
this because today we have so many 
people who would approach the Old 
Testament as somehow radically 
separate from the New Testament. 
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Jesus himself holds both testaments 
together without allegorizing the 
stories. They are literal stories with 
actual, historical figures. Yet, our 
sovereign God has structured them in 
such a way that they teach us of Jesus. 
Jesus is truly an artistic redeemer! 
We can be amazed when we see the 
connection between God’s sovereign 
work in the past and his present work 
in our own lives. Imagine that God 
was thinking about you and me when 
he crafted the story of Ruth and Boaz 
thousands of years ago! This brings 
new life to Paul’s statement that we 
are God’s workmanship in Christ Jesus 
(Ephesians 2:10). Paul uses the word 
poema, translated ‘workmanship’ in 
this passage. Like Ruth and Boaz, we 
are the poetry of God.

Likewise, there are many other 
redemptive images that teach us 
the lessons of God’s covenant. Jesus 
himself links Nineveh’s repentance 
to the judgment of the nation of 
Israel and the mystery of the gospel. 
We have to ask ourselves relevant 
literary and theological questions 
about the images that Old Testament 
stories use. We should ask, “Is this a 
common image in the Bible?” “Is this 
image used anywhere else in a similar 
context of situation?” “How is this 
word or phrase used in other parts of 
the Bible, and is there a connection?” 
“What has gone before this particular 
item, and in what way is it connected 
to the future?” These and many other 
questions help to guide us into very 
fruitful avenues of study when it 
comes to Old Testament stories.

At this point some conservative 
interpreters begin to get nervous. 
They may conjure up images of 
medieval scholars who used allegorical 
interpretations to hash out all kinds of 
fanciful stories for preaching. Worse 
yet, some of them immediately jump 
to the conclusion that using literary 
techniques also requires one to adopt 
liberal theological assumptions. 
Again, I will note that a redemptive 
or covenantal approach to the text 

prohibits fanciful or whimsical 
interpretations because the reader is 
anchored to the meaning of the story 
as a work of literature. Likewise, it 
does not necessarily undermine the 
basic authenticity and authority of the 
Scriptures. The text describes historical 
events that actually took place. We 
are limited, therefore, to the literal 
meaning of the text, and we are bound 
to use logical methods of interpreting 
Scripture with Scripture. We are not 
bound, however, to undermine the 
authority or authenticity of the Bible 
as the Word of God.

Respecting the Bible’s literary qualities 
guards us from trying to transform 
the beautiful poems and stories in 
Scripture into abstract theological 
propositions. Leland Ryken is helpful 
when he notes,

If we read the Bible as literature, 
we must be active in recreating 
the experiences and sensations 
and events it portrays. We must 
be sensitive to the physical and 
experiential qualities of a passage 
and avoid reducing every passage 
in the Bible to a set of abstract 
theological themes. If we have 
“antennae” only for theological 
concepts or historical facts, we 
will miss much of what the Bible 
communicates, and will distort 
the kind of book it is.5

This is a wonderfully liberating 
approach to the Bible. We are not 
loosed into a realm of allegory. Nor 
are we compelled to agree with the 
theological assumptions of the higher 
critical schools of thought, which 
treat the Bible as if it were not the 
authoritative Word of God. Rather, we 
are liberated to use our image-making 
and image-perceiving capacities as 
image-bearers of God. We are also free 
to probe into the various theological 
connections that we expect to find 
in our story to the redemptive 
metanarrative or, in laymen’s terms, 
to the story of salvation in history. In 
Ruth, for instance, if we had nothing 

else but the genealogy at the end of 
the story, we could see that Ruth’s 
story is intimately connected to the 
coming of Jesus, and thus to our story.

Ruth’s conclusion, written circa 1,000 
BC, telescopes us forward to the 
beginning of Matthew chapter 1, which 
(not randomly) begins with the same 
royal genealogy. Thus, Ruth is far more 
than a love story of “girl meets boy,” but 
demands redemptive or covenantal 
attention. We are required to ask the 
appropriate literary questions, which 
link us to the necessary theological/
covenantal questions, such as “how 
does this story fit into the whole story 
of redemption?” For example, does 
Ruth’s story help us to understand our 
own story in Christ? If so, what are the 
connections?

Ruth is a highly structured narrative 
that definitely points us to redemptive 
themes. For instance, there are words 
and phrases that are repeated using 
a kind of parallelism. In certain 
places the text is so highly structured 
that some scholars have suggested 
Ruth was originally a poem that was 
transformed into a popular narrative.6 
Thus, in particular areas there is 
an underlying poetic structure that 
highlights specific themes. Indeed, 
one doesn’t need to search too 
carefully to see this kind of structure.

Resurrection through the 
Faithful Husband/Kinsman 
Redeemer
If it were possible to summarize the 
theme of Ruth, then one could say 
that Ruth is a story of resurrection 
through a faithful husband. If we are 
correct about the historical context of 
Ruth, then it reinforces this theme. 
For example, once the people of God 
had received Saul as the king they so 
desperately wanted (in spite of the 
warnings that God had given them in 
Judges), they found that he was not a 
true husband to Israel. He was not a 
faithful husband for the people.

Saul had become a false husband, 
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and the land was in need of a true 
husband. Saul led his family away 
from the Lord and the promises of the 
commandments. His kingdom had 
become unpleasant because he was not 
a faithful husband. This false husband 
led his wife into the ways of the nations 
and away from the way of the Lord.

Such a setting helps us to appreciate 
what is happening when we see 
Elimelech leading his family away 
from the way of the Lord. Elimelech, 
a false husband, led his family away 
from the land where the Lord had 
commanded the people to stay, and 
thus led his family away from the 
Lord. He led his family away from the 
safety of the Lord, and the result was 
that he and his family were cursed and 
died. Thus, he left his wife a widow.

Resurrection of the Tribe  
of Judah
Ruth shows us that in spite of 
Elimelech’s unfaithfulness, God 
provides a man who is a model 
husband from the tribe of Judah. This 
royal tribe provides a faithful husband 
who leads the people in the way of the 
Lord. This husband, in ironic contrast 
to Elimelech, establishes a godly house 
with a model husband/king. The 
highlighted contrast between a faithful 
and unfaithful husband would have 
had intense thematic significance to 
the people of Israel, given the context 
of recent civil war, and it would have 
demonstrated clearly the contrast 
between Saul and David.

David as King
Ruth’s story offers a beautiful and 
powerful polemic for the authenticity 
of David as King of Israel. We should 
know that works of literature are often 
more capable of stirring the souls of 
the people than all of the scholarly 
arguments that could fill a library. Note 
the powerfully persuasive effects of 
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin in convincing 
Americans that slavery in the South was 
exactly like what they read in the story. 
Slavery in the American South appears 

to have been quite different in reality 
than portrayed in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 
Yet in spite of the historical events that 
actually occurred, more hearts were 
swayed by this popular story than by all 
the book reviews and articles written to 
the contrary. God knows the power 
of story!

Yes, God knows the power of a good 
story, and thus he uses the compelling 
images from this sweet story to 
convince his people of the validity of 
David as king. This story prepares the 
people for the anointing of David as 
their king. We can recall that Saul was 
still ruling as king when God came to 
Samuel and told him to anoint David 
as king over the people.

As you can imagine, Samuel did this 
with great trepidation. Samuel was 
in mortal danger because Saul was 
on the throne and was the de facto 
king. Nevertheless, Samuel anointed 
David as the legal heir of the throne. 
This presents a formidable problem: 
David is anointed but is not yet on 
the throne. How would the people 
become convinced that God was 
the one who had chosen David? 
Ruth offers a compelling polemic 
for the legitimacy of David as the 
God-appointed and proper king. 
When you read this story you can’t 
reach any other conclusion but that 
a sovereign, compassionate God has 
raised up this woman Ruth and this 
man Boaz at just the right time in just 
the right way. The sovereign hand of 
Providence is unmistakable.

Irony
Probably the most powerful literary 
tool that Samuel uses in the story of 
Ruth is that of irony. Irony is the most 
important device for deepening our 
meditation on Ruth’s story. Irony is 
when something that usually means 
one thing is deliberately twisted 
or changed to point us towards 
the opposite. It creates a serious 
incongruity between the expected 
results and the actual results. Or, as 
occurs in Ruth, it creates a painful gap 

between what the characters expect 
and what the reader expects. Samuel 
does this not just once or twice, but 
he layers the whole story with irony. 
This study will attempt to peel back 
the layers of irony so as to deepen 
our appreciation of God’s grace and 
mercy to the needy.

Judah and Bethlehem
Irony is used in the names as well as 
places we read in the story. For instance, 
the tribe of Judah and the town of 
Bethlehem are given standing in Ruth’s 
story. First, we should recall that the 
tribe of Judah had lost their legitimate 
standing as heirs in the Promised Land 
because of the traumatic, incestuous 
affair that occurred in Genesis 38. You 
should bear in mind the story of Judah 
promising his sons to Tamar in order 
to fulfill the levirate laws. However, as 
Judah denied Tamar her rights under 
the levirate laws, she tricked him into 
having an unwitting incestuous affair 
that produced his sons, Perez and 
Zerah. This enormous scandal caused 
the line of Judah to become illegitimate. 
The tribe of Judah had a very serious 
problem regarding legitimacy. Judah’s 
two sons were illegitimate. This 
disqualified them for acceptance in 
the assembly of the people of God. 
“One of illegitimate birth shall not 
enter the assembly of the LORD; even 
to the tenth generation none of his 
descendants shall enter the assembly 
of the LORD (Deuteronomy 23:2).

Hence, the story of Ruth reveals 
how God restored and, if you 
will, resurrected the line of 
Judah, thus clearing up potential 
misunderstanding in regard to 
David’s rule. When Saul was ruling, 
David’s line was potentially hampered 
by Judah’s sin of incest. Consequently, 
there was great potential for conflict 
over David’s rule. The whole story of 
Ruth acts as an excellent apologetic 
for the legitimacy of David’s rule.

The people knew that illegitimate 
children could not be proper heirs of 
the covenant until the tenth generation. 
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Thus, it is no coincidence that at the end 
of the book of Ruth we have a listing of 
generations, a genealogy. Here we see 
that the genealogy in the last verses 
of Ruth establishes that David is the 
tenth generation of the tribe of Judah 
from Judah’s sins in Genesis 38. Ruth 
chronicles the restoration of the tribe 
of Judah and narrates for us how God 
made David the legitimate ruler from 
the tribe of Judah and points the people 
of God forward in the hopes that the 
dynasty of David would rule forever.

The Levirate Law
Ruth offers the reader a rare narrative 
description of the levirate laws in 
practice. Her story connects us back 
to portions of Scripture that help us 
to unfold the purpose and meaning of 
the levirate laws. This splendid little 
tale vividly portrays for us the idea of 
marriage and inheritance as it relates 
to the themes God had designed as 
part of the enigmatic levirate laws.

The levirate laws tell us that if a 
firstborn son married a woman 
but died before having a male heir, 
then one of his younger brothers 
would have to take the widow as his 
wife. The firstborn son of this union 
would then continue the line of the 
deceased father. Hence, the name and 
inheritance of the man would not die. 
Do you see resurrection theme?

For example, if Bob married Susie and 
he died before having children, then his 
brother would marry her and produce 
children. If children were born, the 
firstborn would be considered Bob’s 
son. This is exactly the principle 
Onan violated in the story of Tamar 
and Onan in Genesis 38. Too many 
people focus on the violation of the 
idea of birth control from that passage. 
However, as we learn from the story of 
Ruth and the purpose of the levirate 
law, the infraction ran much deeper 
than Onan’s desire for birth control. 
Onan was a selfish husband who 
flagrantly disregarded the purpose of 
the levirate laws and who would rather 
see his dead brother’s name die than 

to risk his own holdings. Genesis 38 
teaches us that this is what brought a 
curse to the house of Judah; not birth 
control. Ruth now explains to us how 
that curse was lifted. Boaz and Ruth 
keep the law, and the curse is reversed 
and removed. This brings life to the 
dead house of Judah and thus provides 
the way for David to become the 
legitimate king. To say that Ruth’s story 
is an artistic portrait of the levirate 
laws in action barely does justice the 
mastery of God as the divine artist.

Bethlehem
The theme of resurrection and reversal 
is scattered throughout the whole story 
of Ruth. We even see the resurrection 
and restoration of the town of 
Bethlehem. Up to this point in history 
Bethlehem was considered a rough 
and somewhat cursed town. Ruth’s 
story reverses this blight and brings the 
cursed little town of Bethlehem into 
the spotlight as the birthplace of the 
house of David, the ruler anointed by 
God. Though we know Bethlehem as 
the town of Jesus’ birthplace, it was in 
ancient days understood to be cursed. 
The name Bethlehem means house of 
bread. But it did not always maintain 
this theme in earlier times.

In a variety of ways Bethlehem is used 
as an important backdrop to the story 
of redemption. For example, as we see 
the story opening, the town is referred 
to as Bethlehem—house of bread—but 
ironically the town has no bread. This 
points us to the covenant curse that 
occurs as the story opens. We also see 
that as the Lord is honored, the town 
is restored to its place of plenty. What 
happens to Bethlehem can be seen in 
some ways to represent what happens 
to the whole world in reference to the 
arrival of God’s blessings or curses. 
Can you imagine a Christmas season 
passing without a song that bore 
reference to the city of Bethlehem?

Faithfulness vs. 
Faithlessness
There is a strong ironic contrast 
between faithfulness and faithlessness 
in Ruth. Elimelech was a faithless 
husband who sought blessings 
outside of the covenant. Elimelech’s 
name means God is king. How could 
someone with this name reject the 
covenant and leave the land? Ruth, 
on the other hand, who is a heathen 
outsider to the covenant, sought 
blessings in the covenant and in the 
land. Where Elimelech had rejected 
the covenant and left the land of 
promise, Ruth accepted the covenant 
and sought to be faithful in the land 
of the Lord. She becomes faithful in 
the face of his unfaithfulness. This is 
highly ironic since Ruth is from Moab.

Her son was named Obed, which 
means slave. Elimelech, whose name 
means God is the king, is set in stark 
contrast to his descendant from Ruth 
whose name means slave. Elimelech, 
whose name ironically points to the 
fact that he should have been a slave 
of God, did not serve God. Obed, 
whose name means slave, (Obadiah, 
for instance, means slave of Yahweh) 
was actually the child of the levirate 
marriage, which produced the true 
king of Israel.

Humble Women and God’s 
Love of the Needy
Ruth was from Moab. She was a 
foreigner. Yet, the word foreigner 
doesn’t capture the disdain most Jews 
would have felt toward Ruth. This is 
the Old Testament equivalent to the 
New Testament story of the Good 
Samaritan. When Jesus chose to teach 
the proud Israelites of his salvation he 
chose the most despised ethnic group 
of the day; he chose Samaritans. 
Likewise, in our story God brings 
salvation from the most unlikely of 
places: from Ruth the Moabitess. 
From where does salvation come? 
Does it come from the proud palaces 
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Questions for Consideration

1. Describe the basics of literary analysis.

2. Does literary analysis neglect theology?

3. How is the Bible like art?

4. What are some helpful questions we ask as we read    
    biblical stories?  

5. Does this approach undermine the basic authenticity and authority
   of the scriptures?

6. What is irony and how is it used?

7. What are some of the basic themes in Ruth?

of Israel? Does God bring a king 
from the mansions of the city of 
Jerusalem? No, God brings salvation 
from humble origins in the womb of a 
humble woman. What a theme!

As a woman, Ruth would be considered 
less important in the genealogies; but to 
make matters worse she was a foreigner 
from Moab. Ruth is one of only a 
handful of women who are mentioned 
in biblical genealogies. One of the other 
women included in those genealogies 
is just as theologically important 
because she is called Rahab the Harlot, 
and she is intimately connected to 
the story of Ruth—she is, after all, the 
mother of Boaz. Like Rahab the Harlot, 
Ruth is given a virtual title, Ruth “the 
Moabitess.” This marks her ironically 
as a cursed foreigner. Yet, in God’s 
great mercy he reverses her condition 
and not only makes her a legitimate 
member of the covenant community, 
but he exalts her as the mother of 
salvation. What a great story!

Life and Death
Ruth portrays in vivid story form the 
two ways set before men. One way is 
a way of life in the covenant, and the 
other is a way of death outside the 
covenant. Two ways are set before 
us—the way of faith and the way of 
faithlessness. What better way to 
teach about the contrast between life 
and death than in a story like this one!

There is a series of ironic reversals in 
the very opening of the story. The city 
of bread or the city of life becomes a 
place of famine and death. From there 
the family leaves to Moab, historically 
a city of death for Jews. In the face of 
death, they leave for life and instead 
receive death. Then in the face of death 
they return again to the city that was 
once dead, but which now is the source 
of life. In the end they find life in a city 
that in the beginning was dead.

From the land of death they leave in 
order to return to the city of bread, 
Bethlehem. Ruth 1:1–7 comes full 

circle. This is the theme of resurrection 
whereby God reverses the plight of his 
people. Only a few verses into this little 
story Naomi comes back full circle to 
where her story began, in Bethlehem. 
The author also uses repetition of the 
word “return” to guide us to theme of 
reversal and resurrection.

God as Faithful Husband/
Redeemer
Ruth is much more than a love story. 
While Ruth provides an excellent 
story of the love of one man for a 
woman, it is far more important than 
this. Ruth unfolds for us the theme 
of the true husband, Jesus. Ruth 
teaches us the stark contrast between 
the faithlessness of the first husband, 
Elimelech, and the faithfulness and 
strength of the true husband, Boaz. 
Boaz comes to Ruth’s aid as a selfless 
servant. He offers himself to her in 
order to restore her and her seed. 
When a man becomes the kinsman 
redeemer as Boaz became for Ruth, 
he gives up claims to the firstborn 
son. This firstborn son belongs to 
his kinsman. The true husband is 
faithful, sacrificial and loving. He 
lays down his life for his bride and 
leads her in the way of life. What a 
profoundly beautiful story to instruct 
husbands, but even more profound is 
the instruction we receive concerning 
Christ, the husband of his church.

————————

1. Leland Ryken, How to Read the Bible 
as Literature, Zondervan Publishing 
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19. Please note that Dr. Alter is not a 
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Shimon Bar-Erfrat’s work, The Art of the 
Biblical Story. 
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We come to the final article of 
our reflections on pleasure 

in the Christian’s live. We looked at 
innocent pleasure that fill us with 
unstained joy in the first article. In 
the second we focused on guilty 
pleasures that leave us feeling stained, 
guilty, and empty. In this article I want 
to focus on how to break with these 
guilty pleasures. The strategy we will 
set out in this article to redeem sin-
stained pleasures will also apply to 
the twisted innocent pleasures we 
spoke about in the first article. Our 
aim is to see how to break with all 
sinful pleasures so that we can enjoy 
the truly innocent pleasures to the 
glory of the God of all pleasure. 

How to Fight Against 
Guilty Pleasures
In this broken, sin-cursed world we 
will never have peace. We long for 
peace. Often we settle for a false peace 
in our desire to avoid the struggle 
by indulging in sinful escapes. But 
this will not suffice. The Christian 
is always at war in this fallen world. 
This also applies to our pleasures. 
What strategy can we implement 
to fight against guilty pleasures and 
to put them away from us? There 
are essentially five things I want to 
highlight in this struggle: 

1) Take a break: After you have 
identified a guilty pleasure in your 
life, take a deliberate break for one 
week. We begin with a short break, 
which, after initial success we will 
extend more and more. So take a 
short fast for a week to begin. Resist 
it. Cease to indulge in it for a time. 
See what happens. You will most 
likely encounter a fierce struggle. 
You will find yourself desiring, 
craving and wanting to indulge more 

and more. It is possible that you will 
become obsessed with what you have 
denied yourself. You will discover 
an almost overpowering desire for 
it. This is not unlike what an addict 
feels. These addictive cravings are 
present in every sinful human heart 
that looks to something in creation to 
provide what God alone can give. This 
experience is clear to see in major 
issues like gambling, pornography, 
alcohol, or drug abuse. But when 
you declare a fast from chocolate or 
snacking or video games, you will 
experience a similar struggle. This 
is a sign of an idolatrous pleasure! 
Begin by resisting. Do not let 
weariness overcome you; listen to the 
encouragement from Hebrews 12:4 
(ESV): “In your struggle against sin 
you have not yet resisted to the point 
of shedding your blood.”

2) Understand your weakness: In 
this struggle notice when and why 
you are most likely to fail. Why do 
you seek such an escape hatch? Some 
of us indulge in guilty pleasures 
because we are bored. We have 
nothing to do, so we snack. Some of 
us do it because we want emotional 
support. We feel lonely, angry, and 
frustrated, so we indulge in food, 
shopping, or movies. Sometimes we 

indulge because we give ourselves a 
reward for doing something well or 
completing a task. You get the idea. 
What are the things, the patterns, and 
the emotions that trigger your desire 
for that guilty pleasure? What gives 
you “permission” to indulge? You will 
never be able to fight against these 
sinful pleasures in your life if you do 
not see the patterns that lead into it.

3) Understand the power of the 
cross over sin: When you have felt 
the intensity of the struggle and have 
seen your particular patterns that 
lead you into sin, it will become clear 
that you are not able to fight this fight 
by yourself. Our power and strength 
is insufficient for this war. What you 
need is to fight against these pleasures 
by the cross of Christ. You must 
understand the gospel and how it 
speaks to these pleasures in our lives. 
Listen to the words of the apostle Paul 
in Romans 6:5–11: 

For if we have been united 
together in the likeness of His 
death, certainly we also shall be in 
the likeness of His resurrection, 
knowing this, that our old man 
was crucified with Him, that the 
body of sin might be done away 
with, that we should no longer be 
slaves of sin. For he who has died 
has been freed from sin. Now if 
we died with Christ, we believe 
that we shall also live with Him, 
knowing that Christ, having 
been raised from the dead, dies 
no more. Death no longer has 
dominion over Him. For the 
death that He died, He died to sin 
once for all; but the life that He 
lives, He lives to God. Likewise 
you also, reckon yourselves to be 
dead indeed to sin, but alive to 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Lovers of God Rather Than Lovers of Pleasure 
A Christian approach to pleasure in an Entertainment Culture 1

Rev. Jacques 
Roets
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pleasure that is found in knowing 
Christ. Paul’s attitude in Philippians 3 
should become our own: “Yet indeed 
I also count all things as loss for the 
excellence of the knowledge of Christ 
Jesus my Lord . . . that I may gain 
Christ and be found in Him . . . that I 
may know Him and the power of His 
resurrection.” (v.8–10). The following 
stanzas from the hymn by Johann 
Franck, “Jesus, Priceless Treasure,” 
captures this supreme joy in Christ 
well (441 Psalter Hymnal):

Jesus, priceless treasure, 
Source of purest pleasure,
Truest Friend to me: 
Ah, how long I’ve panted
And my heart has fainted, 
Thirsting, Lord, for Thee.
Thine I am, O spotless Lamb! 
I will suffer
Naught to hide Thee, 
Naught I ask beside Thee.
Hence with earthly treasure!
Thought art all my pleasure,
Jesus, all my choice.
Hence, thou empty glory!
Naught to me thy story,
Told with tempting voice.
Pain or loss or shame or cross
Shall not from my Savior move me,
Since He deigns to love me.
Hence, all fear and sadness!
For the Lord of gladness,
Jesus, enters in.
Those who love the Father,
Though the storms may gather, 
Still have peace within.
Yea, whate’er I here must bear,
Thou art still my purest pleasure,
Jesus, priceless treasure.

This is the kind of joy in Christ 
we must cultivate. It is a joy that is 
not dependent upon our mood or 
circumstances in life. It is a total soul-
filled delight in Christ.

There is another reason why we must 
cultivate this kind of joy in Christ to 

replace our delight and joy in guilty 
pleasures. Sin-stained pleasures battle 
against our joy in Christ and diminish 
our boast in Christ. We cannot and 
will not find Christ to be sweet, lovely 
and glorious when we seek joy and 
delight in sinful pleasures. So here we 
see that we do not have the option; we 
must confront these pleasures. They 
war against our love for Christ. They 
divide our loyalty and so rob Christ. 
Do you see the urgency and the 
necessity of dealing with these things? 

When we make Christ our true pleaser 
and rejoice in him as our priceless 
treasure, then all the other earthly 
pleasures fall into the right place, and 
we can enjoy them for what they truly 
are: gifts from the hand of a loving 
Father for the enjoyment and pleasure 
of his children. When we enjoy the 
gifts of God as gifts, glorifying God 
by our enjoyment of them, they take 
their rightful place. Rejoicing in God 
as the ultimate pleasure does not 
destroy earthly pleasures; it purifies 
and sanctifies them so that we truly 
get to enjoy this world! 

5) Give yourself to others. This 
might seem to be a side issue, yet this 
is of the utmost importance. Jesus 
summarized the law of God as love for 
God and love for our neighbor (Matt. 
22:36–40). Seeking our truest pleasure 
in God does not mean isolation from 
others. This would be profoundly 
unbiblical. Giving ourselves to God 
and giving ourselves to our neighbor 
are not mutually exclusive actions; 
they go together. When we are united 
to Jesus Christ, he also unites us with 
his people, the members of his body. 
This has profound implications for 
breaking with guilty pleasures. Notice 
that most, if not all, illicit pleasures are 
self-indulgent, self-centered acts. We 
pursue them in isolation. So to break 
with them it is important that we not 
only know them and break with them 
through the cross, replacing them 
with the superior joys of Christ, but 
it also requires that we give ourselves 
to serve others who need our help. 

Paul is saying that the Christian is 
united with Christ in his death and 
resurrection. So when Christ died, the 
believer died. When Christ was made 
alive, the believer was made alive. 
Here we have the central principle 
that helps us to fight guilty pleasures 
in our lives. We must understand 
that we have died to them. We are 
no longer enslaved to them because 
Christ died to sin, and in him we also 
died to sin. So now we must consider 
ourselves dead to this sin. We are alive 
also in righteousness to live for God. 
We have the power to break with these 
powerful sin-stained pleasures in our 
lives. In this struggle—and it will 
be a fierce struggle—we are totally 
dependent upon Jesus Christ. In two 
expressions in Galatians Paul set forth 
what should be our battle cry: First, 
“I have been crucified with Christ; 
it is no longer I who live, but Christ 
lives in me; and the life which I now 
live in the flesh I live by faith in the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave 
Himself for me.” (2:20) Second, “But 
God forbid that I should boast except 
in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
by whom the world has been crucified 
to me, and I to the world” (6:14). In 
both these statements Paul makes 
clear that his hope lies in Christ. In 
his death, the world is crucified to the 
believer and the believer to the world. 
The believer no longer lives in sin 
but through the life-giving power of 
Christ. So here we have the answer to 
those soul destroying pleasures.

4) Cultivate the superior pleasure in 
Christ: We must also begin to see the 
bigger picture. Since we are creatures 
made with a thirst and longing for 
the living God, our longing cannot 
be satisfied with anything in this 
creation. The more we seek to quench 
this thirst with something in creation, 
the more we thirst. The longing 
only intensifies because no creature 
can satisfy this God-longing of the 
human soul. This is why we must 
cultivate and encourage ourselves 
to see the superior soul-satisfying 
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When we get involved with others, 
it will help us to find pure, innocent 
pleasure and fulfillment in the 
company of others, or it will help us 
find meaning in helping those in need, 
giving them pleasure. In contrast to 
the sin-stained pleasures that leave 
us empty, miserable, and guilty, 
these pleasures are truly meaningful, 
pure, and fulfilling. They bring us 
true joy and contentment. Being an 
active member in the local church 
is not killing pleasure but one of the 
means by which God gives pleasure 
to his people as they serve and give 
themselves to others. “And remember 
the words of the Lord Jesus, that He 
said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to 
receive’” (Acts 20:35). 

Here we have set before us a strategy 
to fight against guilty pleasures in our 
lives. Each of us has a duty to fight 
against sinful, idolatrous pleasure. 
In this culture that is so bent on 

pleasure, we must stand strong in the 
gospel of Christ. May God help us to 
continue this struggle to treasure him 
as our exceeding joy (Psalm 43:4). 
The following words of John Newton’s 
hymn, “Glorious Things of Thee are 
Spoken” (402, Psalter Hymnal), are 
a final reminder of the superior joys 
Christians have:

Savior, if of Zion’s city 
I, through grace, a member am,
Let the world deride or pity,
I will glory in Thy Name. 
Fading is the worldling’s pleasure,
All His boasted pomp and show,
Solid joys and lasting treasure
None but Zion’s children know.

————————

1. In 2004 I attended the annual 
teaching conference of the Christian 
Counseling & Education Foundation 
in Philadelphia.  One of the 
workshops I attended was led by 

David Powlison, entitled:  “Amusing 
ourselves to death,” named after 
the book by Neil Postman.  When I 
returned home, reflecting further on 
my notes from that workshop, I wrote 
three articles.  In 2005 Dr. Powlison 
published his workshop entitled 
“Pleasure” by Punch Press.  My work, 
although it owes much to David 
Powlison’s stimulation and insight, is 
sufficiently different that I offer it up 
for the edification and sanctification 
of God’s people.  For those who might 
be interested in further reflection 
on this, Reformed Youth Services 
published a Bible study guide for 
young people’s groups based on this 
material, entitled,  Amusing Yourself 
to Death.  
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all. Who can bring any charge against 
God’s elect?

Though Satan can no longer accuse 
us in heaven before the throne of 
God, nevertheless he continues his 
war against us. Satan is pictured as 
turning his attention to the woman, 
that woman whom we have identified 
as the church. Satan now persecutes 
the woman. Satan now pursues the 
woman. Satan persecutes the church. 
Satan pursues the church. Believer in 
the Lord Jesus Christ, that means you. 
Satan persecutes and pursues you. He 
has you in his sights!

Satan pursues the church because of her 
identity with Christ. Satan persecutes 
the church because of her union with 
Christ. Satan sees that union between 
the church and Christ, and he wants to 
destroy it. For a time he sought to tear 
Christ away from the church. In this he 
failed. Now he seeks to tear the church 
away from Christ.

Yet here is our comfort: though Satan 
may see the union between the church 
and Christ, he does not understand 
the nature of that union. He does not 
understand the inseparability of that 
union: Christ can never be separated 
from the church, nor can the church 
ever be separated from Christ. Nothing 
can separate us from the love of God 
that is in Christ Jesus our Lord!

And even as Satan does not understand 
the inseparability of that union, neither 
does he understand the vitality of that 

union: the church draws its power and 
life from Christ its head. Christ, through 
His Word and Spirit, gathers, protects, 
and preserves the church. Christ said, “I 
will build my church, and the gates of 
hell shall not prevail against her.”

We see then the protection of the 
church from the attacks of the dragon, 
verse 14: “But the woman was given 
two wings of a great eagle, that she 
mighty fly into the wilderness to her 
place, where she is nourished for a 
time and times and half a time, from 
the presence of the serpent.”

The woman is given two wings of a 
great eagle that she might fly into the 
wilderness to her place. The imagery 
here comes from the Old Testament, 
specifically Exodus 19:4 and 
Deuteronomy 32:10–12. Shortly after 
the exodus from Egypt, and just before 
the giving of the Law, God says to the 
children of Israel: “You have seen what 
I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore 
you on eagles’ wings and brought you 
to Myself.” This imagery is repeated 
in Deuteronomy 32:10–12, where 
Moses speaks of what the Lord God 
has done for Israel: “He found him in 
a desert land and in the wasteland, a 
howling wilderness; He encircled him, 
He instructed him, He kept him as the 
apple of His eye. As an eagle stirs up its 
nest, hovers over its young, spreading 
out its wings, taking them up, carrying 
them on its wings, so the Lord alone 
led him, and there was no foreign god 
with him.”
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Revelation 12:13–17 

Do you at times grow weak? Does 
it seem at times that you have no 

might? Do you grow faint and weary? 
Do you at times utterly fall? As you 
wrestle against principalities do you at 
times grow weak? As you wrestle against 
power, does it seem at times that you 
have no might? As you wrestle against 
the rulers of the darkness of this age do 
you at times grow faint and weary? As 
you wrestle against spiritual hosts of 
wickedness in the heavenly places do 
you at times utterly fall?

Then Revelation 12:13–17 provide 
a word of encouragement for you. 
These verses focus on our present 
situation here on earth; they describe 
for us the experience of the church as 
she lives in the midst of this world in 
the time between Christ’s first coming 
and His return.

Our attention is focused upon the 
dragon and the woman, verse 13: “Now 
when the dragon saw that he had been 
cast to the earth, he persecuted the 
woman who gave birth to the male 
Child.” We are reminded here that the 
dragon has been cast out of heaven. 
He can no longer attack Christ; he can 
no longer accuse the saints before the 
throne of God in heaven. He can bring 
no more accusations against you before 
the throne of God—every accusation 
has been answered by the crucified, 
risen, and ascended Christ. Because of 
the finished work of Jesus Christ, God 
will hear no more accusations against 
you. There are no more accusations 
to make. Christ has answered them 

“The Woman Persecuted”

September 2009 | 25



The imagery is beautiful indeed: what 
comfort there is in this picture of 
God hovering over His people. What 
comfort there is in this picture of God 
spreading out His wings over His 
people. What comfort there is in this 
picture of God taking up His people. 
What comfort there is in this picture 
of God carrying His people. And the 
imagery is most appropriate: the church 
is given two wings of a great eagle to 
protect her from the serpent, that great 
enemy of our souls. Why is the imagery 
so appropriate here? Where does an 
eagle soar, but in the skies? Where 
does a serpent slither, but in the dust 
of the ground? The eagle in the sky, 
the serpent in the dust: the two do not 
meet! Are you beginning to grasp the 
point? What can a serpent, cowering in 
the dust, do to a mighty eagle, soaring 
in the sky? What can Satan, this 
vanquished foe, do to the church, as she 
is united with Jesus Christ in His death, 
resurrection, and ascension?

Here then is our nourishment for our 
present wilderness existence. We are 
nourished for “a time, times, and half 
a time.” What are we to make of that? 
Certainly it is the same time period 
referred to in verse 6, where we read 
that the church is nourished by God 
for 1260 days. You take 1260 days, 
and it works out to 3½ years; you take 
3½ years, and it works out to time, 
times, and half a time, where the word 
“time”equals a year, “times” equals two 
years, and “half a time” equals a half year. 
To put it simply, these time references, 
whether it be “time, times, and half 
a time,” “one thousand two hundred 
sixty days,” “three and half years,” or for 
that matter, “one thousand years,” are 
all referring to the same period of time: 
namely, the time between Christ’s first 
coming and His return. In other words, 
these time references are designating 
the time in which we presently live. Yes, 
we are living in the midst of the time, 
times, and half a time mentioned here 
in verse 14.

During this time—that is, the time 
between Christ’s first coming and His 

return—we remain in the wilderness, 
finding our nourishment from God 
Himself. We remain in this situation 
until Christ comes again. This means 
that we must leave behind the idea of 
a pre-tribulation rapture of the church. 
This means that we must not comfort 
ourselves with the Jewish dreams of a 
golden age for the church. We remain in 
the wilderness until Christ comes again, 
and our comfort is to be found in the 
nourishment Christ gives us.

How badly we need that nourishment, 
for though we are ultimately protected, 
the attacks of the serpent are fierce. 
Note verse 15: “So the serpent spewed 
water out of his mouth like a flood after 
the woman . . .” Here is a reference to 
the deception of Satan. It was with 
subtle words of deception that he 
deceived the woman into eating the 
forbidden fruit in Genesis 3. If you 
doubt whether the church is subject 
to the flood of Satan’s deception, you 
might remember the letters to the seven 
churches in chapters 2–3. The church in 
Ephesus had members who said they 
were apostles, but were not; they were 
in fact liars (2:2). The church in Smyrna 
had those who were in reality the 
synagogue of Satan (2:9). The church 
in Pergamos had members who held 
to the doctrine of Balaam, who taught 
Balak to put a stumbling block before 
the children of Israel (2:14). The church 
in Thyatira allowed that woman Jezebel, 
who called herself a prophetess, to teach 
and seduce the members to commit 
sexual immorality and to eat things 
sacrificed to idols (2:20). The church in 
Philadelphia had those who belonged to 
the synagogue of Satan (3:9).

Indeed, Satan spews out of his mouth 
his flood of deception, and his intent 
is clear: “that he might cause her to 
be carried away by the flood.” Satan 
wants nothing more than to deceive the 
church. He loves heresy in the church. 
He loves schism in the church. He 
loves division in the church. He loves 
to take the eyes of the church off from 
her Savior Jesus Christ. And he will pull 
out all the stops to do so. He will spare 

no punches. He will not relent. He will 
not tire. He will not stop. He is ever 
fomenting deception from his mouth 
with the intent to carry the church away 
from Christ.

As we are confronted with such 
deception where do we find help? 
We find it from a most unexpected 
source, verse 16, “But the earth helped 
the woman, and the earth opened its 
mouth and swallowed up the flood 
which the dragon had spewed out of 
his mouth.” Though this vile world is 
no friend to grace, nevertheless, we are 
reminded here of that which Paul writes 
in Romans 8, where the creation itself 
groans and labors with birth pangs, 
eagerly waiting for the revealing of the 
sons of God. The point is this: the world 
itself remains under the control of God; 
it has not been given over entirely to 
Satan. The earth is under God’s counsel 
and providence. When God sent the 
flood upon the earth, the earth itself 
opened up the fountains of the great 
deep to send forth waters upon the 
earth. But now when Satan seeks to 
send forth his flood, the earth opens its 
mouth to devour those waters. Satan is 
not in control. God is. The world itself is 
under the control of God, and it serves 
His purposes.

All of this leads us to verse 17, where 
we read, “And the dragon was enraged 
with the woman, and he went to make 
war with the rest of her offspring, who 
keep the commandments of God and 
have the testimony of Jesus Christ.” 
Satan is enraged with the woman—
he is enraged with the church—and 
he goes to make war with the rest of 
her offspring—he makes war with the 
offspring of the woman, the offspring of 
the church, with individual Christians. 
Thus, in view here are the individual 
members of the church.

Satan attacks the members of the church, 
and he often does so through the very 
things that God uses to nourish us.

The Lord’s Day, the Christian Sabbath, 
is one of the principle means by which 
God nourishes His people. Man was not 
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made for the Sabbath, but the Sabbath 
for man (Mark 2:27). The Lord’s Day 
is the day in which we are called to 
rest from our labors, the day above all 
days in which we are to set our minds 
on things above, the day above all days 
in which our souls are nourished and 
refreshed unto life eternal, the day that 
is to be of the all the week the best—an 
emblem of eternal rest! Yet what has 
Satan done to this day? He has worked 
very hard to make this day anything 
but a delight. For some it has become a 
day of legalism—a long day with a long 
list of “do’s” and “don’ts”—no longer a 
“market day of the soul,” but a day of 
hard law-keeping work. For others it 
has become a day of antinomianism—
an all too brief day of vacation—no 
longer a “market day of the soul,” but 
a “market day of the flesh.” As the late 
Rev. Charles Krahe once remarked, 
“One of Satan’s greatest victories in the 
past century has been the desecration 
of the Lord’s Day!” Satan cares not how 
it is desecrated—whether by legalism 
or antinomianism—he only cares that 
it is desecrated. Satan concentrates his 
attacks upon the very things by which 
God has chosen to nourish us.

And what about worship? This is to be 
the feast of God’s people, our joy and 
our delight. With gladness in our souls 
we should hear the call to go up to God’s 
house. Here we gather morning and 
evening, Lord’s Day after Lord’s Day, to 
meet with our risen Savior Jesus Christ 
and to worship Him. What could be 
more glorious than that? Yet what has 
Satan done to worship? He has made it a 
mess. Need I even mention the worship 
wars that have arisen in the last decades? 
At times the church has become so 
engulfed in the issues surrounding 
worship—the members of the church 
so entrenched in their own positions—
that when we come to church we do 
not worship; instead we sit in the pew 
and we think only about what we like or 
dislike. We’ve become more concerned 
with pleasing ourselves in worship than 
we have with pleasing God in worship. 
In worship, far too often, Satan has won 

a victory. Satan concentrates his attacks 
upon the very things by which God has 
chosen to nourish us.

And what about preaching? God has 
ordained the preaching of His Word 
as the very means by which He creates 
faith in our hearts. Yet what have we 
done with preaching? Some think the 
sermons are too long; others think they 
are not long enough; some think the 
sermons are too deep; others think they 
are not deep enough; some think the 
sermons are too serious; others think 
they are not serious enough; some think 
the sermons are devoid of doctrine; 
others think there is not enough 
doctrine. And how many members of 
the congregation still have “preacher 
roast” every Sunday for dinner? Even 
in preaching, Satan has won a victory. 
Satan concentrates his attacks upon the 
very things by which God has chosen to 
nourish us.

And what about the sacraments? God has 
ordained the sacraments as the means 
by which He strengthens faith in our 
hearts. Yet some of the bitterest divisions 
in the church have occurred over the 
sacraments: infant baptism or believer’s 
baptism? Sprinkling or immersion? 
Transubstantiation, consubstantiation, 
memorial feast, or spiritual presence? 
Open, close, or closed communion? 
The sacraments, intended to strengthen 
our faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, have 
become tools of division. Satan has won 
a victory. Satan concentrates his attacks 
upon the very things by which God has 
chosen to nourish us!

And what about the church itself? What 
witness does the church give to the 
world when the members themselves 
cannot get along? Jesus said, “By this 
they will know you are my disciples, if 
you love one another.” The communion 
of the saints is intended to build one 
another up in the faith, thereby giving 
witness to the world. When we fail in 
that, Satan has won a victory. Satan 
concentrates his attacks upon the very 
things by which God has chosen to 
nourish us!

What then is the remedy for these 
things? It is found in verse 17b, “the 
commandments of God and the 
testimony of Jesus Christ.” Keeping the 
commandments of God is linked here 
with the testimony of Jesus Christ. To 
put it simply, our remedy in all these 
things is to keep our eyes fixed on 
Jesus and on His glorious gospel! In 
our observation of the Lord’s Day, the 
focus is to be on Christ! In our worship, 
the focus is to be on Christ! In our 
preaching, the focus is to be on Christ! 
In the sacraments, the focus is to be on 
Christ! In the communion of the saints, 
the focus is to be on Christ! It is Christ 
that we need in this present wilderness 
existence as we live between His first 
coming and His return. Faith in Him 
is our shield and our defense against all 
the fiery attacks of the evil one.

Do you at times grow weak? Does it 
seem at times that you have no might? 
Do you grow faint and weary? Do you 
at times utterly fall? As you wrestle 
against principalities do you at times 
grow weak? As you wrestle against 
power, does it seem at times that you 
have no might? As you wrestle against 
the rulers of the darkness of this age do 
you at times grow fain and weary? As 
you wrestle against spiritual hosts of 
wickedness in the heavenly places do 
you at times utterly fall?

Then here is a word of encouragement 
for you. Look to the Lord Jesus Christ 
and place your faith and trust in Him 
alone, “For those who wait on the Lord 
shall renew their strength; they shall 
mount up with wings like eagles, they 
shall run and not be weary, they shall 
walk and not faint.”
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The last topic Bavinck treats in the 
doctrine of God before he begins 

to consider God’s works in creation and 
redemption is the doctrine of the Trinity. 
Following the traditional order of topics 
in the Western theological tradition, 
Bavinck treats the subject of the Trinity 
after his treatment of God’s attributes. 
Though it has been suggested that this 
location for the doctrine of the Trinity 
diminishes the truth of God’s Trinitarian 
name, Bavinck concludes the doctrine of 
God’s being and nature with the subject 
of the Trinity for two significant reasons.

First, this sequence of topics enables 
us to appreciate the co-equal and con-
substantial nature of the three persons, 
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 
To affirm the deity of the Father, the 
Son, and the Holy Spirit is to affirm that 
each person shares fully in all of the divine 
attributes. To paraphrase the language 
of the Athanasian Creed, “the Father is 
eternal, the Son is eternal, and the Holy 
Spirit is eternal; but there are not three 
eternals.” Every perfection or virtue that 
belongs necessarily to the Father, who is 
true and Almighty God, must likewise 
belong to the Son and to the Holy Spirit.

And second, this sequence underscores 
that, in the course of the history of 
revelation, God has progressively 
revealed himself. The final and fullest 
revelation of God is given to us in his 
Trinitarian name. In the knowledge of 
God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, we 
have the apex of divine revelation and 
the most profound disclosure of God’s 
ineffable being and power. The doctrine 
of the Trinity, in other words, is not a kind 
of postscript to the doctrine of the God. 
Rather, the doctrine of the Trinity is the 
most fundamental and all-encompassing 
revealed truth regarding the true and 
living God of the Scriptures.

The Progressive Revelation of 
the Trinity
In the history of special revelation, there 
is evident progress from the intimations 
of the Trinity in the Old Testament to the 
full disclosure of the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit in the New Testament. In 
the Old Testament, we find a number of 
indicators of the Trinity, but the distinction 
of the persons is not clearly revealed. For 
example, the plural form of the name for 
God (Elohim) already hints at the richness 
and fullness of the divine being and life. 
God is not an abstract singularity, but 
contains a rich diversity within the unity of 
his being. In God’s works of creation and 
especially re-creation, we also witness the 
distinct operations of the three persons, 
even though the references to the works 
of the Son and the Spirit do not clearly 
distinguish their person. In the account 
of creation, we read of God calling his 
creatures into existence by his “Word,” and 
of the “Spirit of God” who was present at 
creation “hovering over the waters” (Gen. 
1:2). During the period of the Patriarchs, 
there are a number of instances where the 
“angel of the Lord” appears and acts (e.g. 
Gen. 16:6–13; 18; 21:17–20; 22:11–19; 
24:7, 40; 28:13–17; 31:11–13; 32:24–30). 
Following an ancient tradition of the 
church, Bavinck views these passages to 
describe pre-incarnate visitations of the 
eternal Son of God. Furthermore, when 
God empowers his servants to act in his 
name or fulfill their calling, he empowers 
them by the presence and operation of his 
Spirit. In many passages, the Spirit of the 
Lord is revealed as “the principle of all life 
and well-being, of all the gifts and powers 
in the sphere of revelation” (RD 2:263). 
Though most of the Old Testament 
references to the work of the Father, the 
Son, and the Holy Spirit do not explicitly 
distinguish between their persons, some 
passages clearly differentiate between 

all three persons (e.g. Ps. 33:6; Isa. 61:1; 
63:9–12; Hag. 2:5–6).

Unlike the less clear and distinct revelation 
of the Trinity in the Old Testament, 
Bavinck argues that the New Testament 
is thoroughly and explicitly Trinitarian. 
In the economy of redemption, the great 
events of the incarnation of the eternal 
Son in the “fullness of time” and the 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost 
serve to disclose in a definitive manner 
that the living God is a Trinity of co-
equal persons. To use an analogy from 
the writings of Benjamin B. Warfield, the 
difference between the Old Testament and 
New Testament revelation of the Trinity is 
like that between a dimly-lit and brightly-
lit room. Though the truth of the Trinity 
is present in the Old Testament, it requires 
the brighter light of the fullness of New 
Testament revelation to disclose what is 
already implicit in the Old. What remains 
indistinct and unclear in the Old becomes 
distinct and clear in the New. “Much 
more clearly than in the Old Testament 
we now discover that the God of the 
covenant is and has to be a triune God, 
that is, that there is a threefold principle 
in operation in the work of salvation. Not 
merely a few isolated texts but the whole 
New Testament is Trinitarian in that 
sense. All salvation, every blessing, and 
blessedness have their threefold cause 
in God, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit’ 
(RD 2:269–70).

It is not the case that the revelation of the 
Trinity in the New Testament is simply a 
matter of a variety of proof texts. Rather, 
the very fabric of redemption requires 
the distinction of persons and equality 
of being between Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. In the incarnation of the Son, 
God himself comes to dwell with his 
people, to disclose his truth and grace, 
and to accomplish redemption. And in 
the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, who 
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proceeds from the Father and is bestowed 
by the Son, God imparts all the blessings 
of Christ upon his people and the church 
becomes a “dwelling place of God in the 
Spirit” (Eph. 2). To deny the deity of the 
Son or of the Spirit is tantamount to a 
denial of redemption as a fulfillment 
of the covenant promise that God will 
establish a life-communion between 
himself and his people. Unless the Father 
truly gives himself to us in the person of 
the Son, and unless the Spirit truly comes 
from the Father and the Son to indwell 
the people of God, we can neither know 
nor enjoy true communion with the one 
only, true and living God.

Trinitarian Terminology: One 
Being, Three Persons
According to Bavinck, Scriptural 
revelation, especially in its New Testament 
fulfillment and completion, gives us all 
the elements that constitute the building 
blocks for the church’s dogma of the 
Trinity. In the course of the church’s 
reflection upon the Scriptures, the church 
was obligated to formulate the teaching of 
Scripture in the face of doctrinal heresies, 
which denied the doctrine of the Trinity, 
and in order to testify to the saving works 
of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 
One of the questions that often surfaces 
in the course of the church’s dogmatic 
reflection upon Scripture is the question 
of the use of extra-biblical language and 
terms to articulate the doctrine of the 
Trinity. Was this development necessary, 
and must we use such language in our 
confession of the truth concerning the 
Triune God?

Bavinck answers this question by 
noting that the use of such language is 
indispensable.

The essence of Christianity—the 
absolute self-revelation of God in the 
person of Christ and the absolute self-
communication of God in the Holy 
Spirit—could only be maintained, the 
church believed, if it had its foundation 
and first principle in the ontological 
Trinity. Accordingly, as soon as the data 
presented to that end by Scripture became 
the object of theological reflection, a need 

arose for various terms and expressions 
that do not occur in Scripture, but 
are nonetheless indispensable for the 
twofold purpose of giving expression, 
however imperfectly, to the truth [of the 
Trinitarian faith] and of maintaining 
it in the face of misunderstanding and 
opposition. (RD 2:296)

This question reminds us that the Bible 
is not a dogmatic textbook, which the 
church only needs to repeat parrotlike. 
The data of Scripture call for a process of 
reflection and intelligent apprehension. In 
the history of theological reflection upon 
the doctrine of the Trinity, it has become 
evident that the use of extra-biblical 
terms to summarize the Bible’s teaching 
has served the cause of faithfulness 
to Scripture. Frequently, when such 
language was rejected as extra-biblical, 
the cause of Scriptural faithfulness has 
actually suffered. “Under the guise 
of being scriptural, biblical theology 
has always strayed farther away from 
Scripture, while ecclesiastical orthodoxy, 
with its extra-biblical terminology, has 
been consistently vindicated as scriptural” 
(RD 2:297).

Though a significant consensus regarding 
the doctrine of the Trinity exists within 
the historic Christian church of the East 
and West, some differences of language 
and Trinitarian terms are evident. In the 
Western church, the common language 
used for the doctrine of the Trinity is 
that God is one in “being” or “substance” 
(essentia, substantia), yet God exists in 
“three persons” (prosopa). In the Eastern 
church, the common language used is 
that God is one in “being” (ousia), yet 
God exists in “three subsistences” or 
“hypostases” (hypostases). This difference 
in language reflects a difference between 
the Latin language, which served as the 
primary language of theology for centuries 
in the Western church, and the Greek 
language, which served as the primary 
language of the Eastern church. Despite 
these differences in language and the 
misunderstanding that such differences 
can produce,1 the consensus teaching of 
the Christian church is expressed in these 
terms: there is one God, who subsists 

eternally in the persons of the Father, the 
Son, and the Holy Spirit.

The church confesses that God is one in 
“essence” or “being” to deny that the three 
persons of the Triune Godhead are three 
Gods. The Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit do not simply “share” the nature of 
being God, but are the one being who is 
God. The unity between the Father, the 
Son, and the Holy Spirit is not merely that 
they share a common nature (the way 
“Peter, James, and John” share a human 
nature); it is a unity of being that is full 
and complete. Moreover, whether the 
term used is “person” or “subsistence,” the 
distinction of persons within the Godhead 
is not the same as the distinction between 
three human persons, who are three 
separate individuals. The unity of God’s 
being and nature is such that, however 
necessary and proper the distinction 
between the persons of Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit, there are not three “beings” 
in the Godhead. At the same time, a clear 
distinction must be drawn between the 
persons of the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit. The distinction of persons 
within the Godhead is real: the Father is 
not the Son, and the Son is not the Father, 
nor is the Holy Spirit to be confused with 
either the Father or the Son.

Perhaps one way to illustrate the meaning 
and significance of this language is to note 
the two great Trinitarian heresies that the 
early church faced and finally rejected.

The first heresy was the teaching of 
Arius, who insisted that the God is in his 
essence “unoriginate” and “unbegotten.” 
According to Arius, the Son of God was 
“begotten” in the sense of “made.” There 
was, to use a favorite expression of Arius, 
“a time when the Son was not,” that is, 
a time before the Son was begotten of 
the Father in the sense of being “made” 
or “created” by an act of God’s will. The 
consequence of Arius’s teaching was a 
denial that the Son was true and eternal 
God, co-equal and of one essence with 
the Father. At the Council of Nicea in 
325 a.d., the church confessed, contrary 
to the teaching of Arius, that the Son 
was “of one essence” with the Father. The 
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Nicene Creed introduced into Christian 
theology, therefore, the all-important 
teaching that the Father and the Son are 
distinct persons, but one in being. It was 
not long thereafter that the church also 
confessed that God is one in essence, yet 
distinct in three persons, the Father, the 
Son, and the Holy Spirit.

The second heresy was that of a theologian 
by the name of Sabellius, who taught that 
the three “persons” are only different ways 
of speaking about the different works of 
God in the economy of redemption. The 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, in 
the view of Sabellius, are not ultimately 
distinct in their person, but these 
“names” are simply ways of referring to 
the different works of the one person of 
God in the history of redemption. This 
“Sabellian” or “modalistic” heresy denied 
that the three persons of the Trinity are 
anything more than “masks” or “roles” 
that God plays at different moments in 
the course of history.

In the face of these heresies—the one a 
denial of the deity of the Son and Holy 
Spirit, the other a denial of the distinct 
persons within the Godhead—the 
church was compelled, on the basis of 
Scripture, to insist that God is one being, 
yet eternally existing in three distinct 
persons. Far from being an imposition 
of unbiblical terminology upon the 
simplicity of Scriptural teaching, the 
church recognized that such language 
was an indispensable fence against the 
intrusion of the most profound heresy 
into the church.

The “Double Procession” of 
the Holy Spirit
In spite of the great consensus that was 
reached in the church on the doctrine 
of the Trinity, Bavinck observes that a 
difference of teaching emerged between 
the Eastern and Western church on 
the question of the “relation” between 
the Holy Spirit and the Father and the 
Son. Whereas the Eastern church spoke 
of the Holy Spirit’s “procession” from 
the Father alone, the Western church 
ultimately affirmed a doctrine of the 
“double procession” of the Spirit from 

the Father “and the Son” (the so-called 
filioque clause). Though this debate about 
the procession of the Spirit may seem 
to us at first glance rather obscure and 
arcane, there are two important questions 
that it raises. First, the Western church 
affirmed the procession of the Spirit 
from the Father “and the Son” in order to 
oppose any vestige of “subordinationism” 
in the doctrine of the Trinity. The Son, 
who is co-equal and consubstantial with 
the Father, is not subordinate to the 
Father in respect to the procession of the 
Holy Spirit. Though the Spirit proceeds 
distinctly from the persons of the Father 
and the Son, we may not exclude the 
Son from the eternal procession of the 
Spirit in a way that would diminish him 
as truly God. And second, the economy 
of redemption involves the Spirit’s 
outpouring at Pentecost in fulfillment of 
the Father’s promise and as an act of the 
risen and ascended Christ. The Spirit is 
not simply the Spirit “of the Father”; He 
is also the Spirit “of the Son” (Gal. 4:6) 
who is imparted by the Son as “another 
Comforter” who bestows the blessings of 
Christ upon his people. In the judgment 
of the Western church, a failure to 
acknowledge the Son in the procession 
of the Holy Spirit would threaten an 
unbiblical separation between the work of 
the Son and the work of the Holy Spirit.

The “Incommunicable 
Properties” of the Father, the 
Son, and the Holy Spirit
To conclude his summary of the doctrine 
of the Trinity, Bavinck devotes some 
attention to the subject of what are known 
as the “incommunicable properties” of 
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.2 
The “names” of the three persons of 
the Trinity, the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit, remind us of the distinct 
relations between them. The Father is 
distinguished by His “incommunicable 
property” of paternity; He begets the 
Son, and together with the Son “spirates” 
(breathes out) the Holy Spirit. The Son is 
distinguished by his “incommunicable 
property” of being “generated” by 
the Father. And the Holy Spirit is 
distinguished by his “incommunicable 

property” of being breathed out or 
proceeding from the Father and the Son. 
These “incommunicable properties” 
are descriptive of the “relations” that 
exist within the Godhead between the 
three persons. These relations are not 
temporary but eternal. They are not 
voluntary in the sense of distinct acts, 
but necessary in the sense of relations 
that belong to the identity of each person. 
From all eternity, the Father has always 
been the One who begets the Son; the Son 
has always been generated of the Father; 
and the Holy Spirit has always proceeded 
from the Father and the Son.

Though these terms may seem to us 
to be obscure or difficult, they serve to 
preserve truths that are precious to every 
Christian believer. All Christians know 
from Scripture that life is to be found in 
fellowship with God—the Father, the Son, 
and the Holy Spirit. When we pray as 
believers, we address God as “our Father.” 
We expect to be heard by the Father 
because we come to him in “the name 
of the Son.” And we pray “in the Spirit.” 
If our prayers are a true communion and 
fellowship with God, then it is absolutely 
vital that God is Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. Likewise in worship: we come 
into the presence of our Father in heaven 
through the Son and in the fellowship 
of the Holy Spirit. If our prayers and 
worship are addressed to the true and 
living God, then this God must be even as 
we acknowledge him to be. Furthermore, 
if to know God is to love and serve him, 
then we must believe that he is as he 
has revealed himself and acted through 
the course of the history of redemption. 
When God the Father sends his Son to be 
our Redeemer, he is not play-acting but 
revealing himself to us. God the Father, 
who eternally and perfectly loves his only-
begotten Son, has willed to include us by 
gracious adoption within the embrace 
of that love. Through adoption believers 
come to enjoy the privileges of sonship 
that are the “natural right and property” of 
the eternal Son of God! God the Son, who 
is the perfect image and reflection of the 
Father, has come to us in order to make 
him known. Since the Son is the exact and 
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perfect image of the Father, we truly know 
and are able to come to the Father through 
him. God the Holy Spirit, who lives in 
perfect and unbroken communion with 
the Father and the Son, is given to us in 
order that by him we may come through 
the Son to the Father. Thus, all that is true 
and precious in the Scriptures’ revelation 
of God to us is expressed and summed up 
in the doctrine of the Trinity.

Analogies for the Trinity?
Bavinck closes his consideration of the 
doctrine of the Trinity with a treatment 
of the topic of analogies or arguments 
for the Trinity. Is it possible to appeal to 
arguments or examples of “vestiges of the 
Trinity” in the creation to help explain or 
confirm the truth of the church’s dogma 
of the Trinity?

Though Bavinck traces the history of 
attempts to set forth such analogies 
or arguments, he views this history 
with some ambivalence. Despite the 
diversity of candidates for this purpose, 
they all follow roughly into two kinds: 
analogies that lean in the direction of 
“unitarianism,” or analogies that lean 
in the direction of “tritheism.” The first 
set of analogies appeals to features of 
the creation that reflect various forms 
of irreducible “threeness.” Examples of 
such analogies are abundant: earth/wind/
fire; the three forms of water (liquid, gas, 
ice); fire/flame/heat; the true/the good/
the beautiful; being/knowing/willing; 
mind/knowledge/love; root/branch/fruit, 
etc. In all of these analogies, there are 
three distinct components or elements 
that are essentially one. The second set 
of analogies appeals to the unity within 
diversity in relations between persons. 
These analogies, which have become more 
prevalent in modern theology, compare 
the Trinity with the unity of being and 
purpose that obtains between distinct 
persons. For example, in order for the 
Triune God to be a fellowship of perfect 
and mutual love, there needs to be a real 
difference between the One who loves 
(the Father) and the One who is loved and 
reciprocates in love (the Son); there also 
needs to be a communion or fellowship 

of love between the Father and the Son, 
which fellowship is effected through 
the communion of the Holy Spirit. The 
problem with all of these analogies, 
however, is that they tend to push in the 
direction of some form of Trinitarian 
heresy. The first set of analogies tends to 
suggest the error of a “Unitarian” or non-
trinitiarian view of God. The second set 
of analogies tends to suggest the error of 
“Tritheism,” emphasizing the distinction 
of persons at the expense of the unity 
of being. In Bavinck’s opinion, such 
analogies may have limited usefulness, but 
they ultimately fail to capture the fullness 
of the Christian confession regarding the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

Conclusion
In his concluding section on the doctrine 
of the Trinity, Bavinck identifies three 
ways in which this dogma is absolutely 
vital to the Christian faith. First, the 
doctrine of the Trinity presents a stark 
contrast to the errors of Deism and 
Pantheism. Deism views God as though 
he were aloof and unrelated to the 
world. Though Deism regards God as 
the Creator of all things, it conceives the 
world as independent from God’s interest 
or involvement. Pantheism, by contrast, 
fails to distinguish between God and the 
created world, and confuses the history 
of the creation with the self-development 
of God. Second, the Christian doctrine 
of the Trinity simultaneously affirms 
God’s independence from the creation 
and his connectedness with the creation. 
According to the Christian faith, the 
boundary between God and the world 
must be maintained, even though God is 
pleased to reveal the fullness of his life by 
means of his relations with his creatures. 
The Christian doctrine of the Trinity 
makes God known as “essentially distinct 
from the world, yet having a blessed life 
of his own” (RD 2:331). And third, the 
doctrine of the Trinity reminds us that 
all things are “from,” “through,” and “in” 
God. Whether in creation or in recreation, 
the communion we enjoy with God is a 
communion with the Father, through 
the Son, and in the fellowship of the 
Holy Spirit. The “covenant” relationship 

that God aims to initiate and perfect 
between himself and his people can 
only be understood in Trinitarian terms: 
fellowship with God requires that God 
give himself to his people in the person 
of the Son and by way of the indwelling 
presence of the Holy Spirit. “Christians 
have a God above them, before them, and 
within them” (RD 2:334). 

————————

1. One common example of 
misunderstanding is the Western 
church’s preference for the language 
of “person” rather than “subsistence.” 
Because the term for “person” in Latin 
originally referred to the “mask” a person 
would wear, when playing a particular 
role in the theatre, the Eastern church 
viewed this language with suspicion. 
The distinction of the persons within 
the Godhead is “real,” not “apparent,” 
and the term “person” was viewed as an 
inadequate way of making this point.

2. See the Belgic Confession, Art. 8: 
“According to this truth and this Word 
of God, we believe in one only God, 
who is the one single essence, in which 
are three persons, really, truly, and 
eternally distinct according to their 
incommunicable properties; namely, 
the Father, and the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit. The Father is the cause, origin, 
and beginning of all things visible and 
invisible; the Son is the word, wisdom, 
and image of the Father; the Holy 
Spirit is the eternal power and might, 
proceeding from the Father and the 
Son. Nevertheless, God is not by this 
distinction divided into three, since the 
Holy Scriptures teach us that the Father, 
and the Son, and the Holy Spirit have 
each His personality, distinguished by 
Their properties; but in such wise that 
these three persons are but one only 
God.”
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