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And the things that you have heard from me  

among many witnesses, commit these  

to faithful men who will be able  

to teach others also. 
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Summit University Celebration  

April 20, 2015 

 
Dr. James Lytle 

President 

Summit University  

Clarks Summit, Pennsylvania 

 
I am deeply grateful for all of you both from our area and from 

far away who have joined us today.1 We all would agree with Dr. 

Don Shirk’s testimonial, “Some of the most amazing things God 

did in my life, he did because of Baptist Bible College and 

Seminary.” I have been involved with this school for forty-two 

years in a variety of roles ranging from student to President. I 

admit that it is a challenge to learn to say “Summit University” 

when I have said “Baptist Bible College and Seminary” for so long. 

This morning when I was leaving for the office, I told my wife, 

Diane, “I’m heading over to the university.” I got it out and it 

sounded right.  

If you have been on our website, you have seen the prominent 

Summit University advertising that makes it clear: our name has 

changed, but our mission has not. The formal statement of our 

mission reminds us of that and calls us to action: we exist to serve 

undergraduate, graduate, and seminary students by preparing 

them for lives of significant service for Jesus Christ in a variety of 

ministries and careers.  

Our new corporate seal2 illustrates this commitment to 

mission well. On the bottom is the reminder that we have existed 

since 1932. That is a lot of history! And every year when the new 

students arrive, we try to help them appreciate the foundation 

                                                           

1
  This is an edited transcript of the address delivered by President 

James R. Lytle at the Summit University Celebration when Baptist 

Bible College and Seminary became Summit University. 

 

2 See the JMAT’s new cover. 
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laid for their education. We ask them to look at the names on the 

buildings. Back in 1932, Miss Thomson, Miss Vibbard, Miss 

Fletcher, and Dean Emory Bancroft had the audacity to start a 

school. It certainly requires some courage to step into an existing 

ministry and build it up, but it’s much more challenging to start 

from the beginning. Don’t forget that they made this choice in the 

height of the Great Depression. During those early years, the four 

of them taught Bible survey, Bible book studies, theology, and 

how to work in a local church. Nearly everything that we have 

today is an outgrowth of what they pioneered for us so many 

years ago.  

Move your eyes up a little higher on the seal, and you find a 

copy of the Word of God. At Summit University, the Bible is our 

sole authority for faith and practice. As we all know, it is easier to 

say those words than to live them. We have to soak in the Word 

of God, and we must not do it in the abstract nor as a parallel track 

in our studies. We must integrate the truth of the Word with 

everything else we learn. This exercise creates a unique 

perspective on life that has characterized our graduates from the 

beginning. When we display our seal on diplomas and emboss it 

on official documents, all will see our foundation in the Word of 

God.  

We want to implement God’s Word in service. This is 

symbolized by the pitcher, the bowl, and the towel. Our minds are 

drawn to Jesus’ ministry to his disciples when Jesus washed their 

feet in the Upper Room. As startling as that ministry was to the 

disciples, the lesson he gave along with it must have astounded 

them. Their purpose in life, their very reason for existing, was to 

serve others “as I have.” “The rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 

them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. It shall 

not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you 

must be your servant, and whoever will be first among you must 

be your slave, even as the Son of Man came not to be served, but 

to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many,” (Matt 20:25-

28 ESV). We want to care for people as Jesus did, and we want to 

serve them as Jesus did.  
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When we fold service into an educational program, we call it 

mentored field training or internship. More than just an academic 

outcome, this is the very heart of our students. On the Courthouse 

Square in Scranton, one of our students sponsored a stand 

against slavery and trafficking. Dozens have ministered at no cost 

in orphanages overseas. Add in all the ministry in local churches 

along with the spontaneous efforts of our students, and our 

student body generates over 30,000 hours of service a year. We 

want our students to be properly prepared for the harvest.  

In fact, we ought to be obsessed with God’s harvest, 

symbolized by the ripe head of grain above the servant’s bowl. 

The harvest is a Bible metaphor that helps us focus the labor of 

our lives. Matthew revealed that Jesus went throughout all the 

cities and villages, teaching in synagogues, proclaiming the 

gospel and the good news of the kingdom. He healed every 

disease and affliction. When he saw the crowds, he had 

compassion on them because they were harassed and helpless, 

like sheep without a shepherd. There have been days when each 

of us has felt harassed and helpless, when we needed someone to 

show us the way as a shepherd would for his sheep.  

Jesus placed responsibility on his disciples: “The harvest is 

plentiful but the laborers are few. Therefore pray earnestly to the 

Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest,” (Matt 

9:37). He spoke as if mankind were a field of standing grain, and 

somebody was needed to gather people in to complete the 

purpose for which we exist.  

We believe in the harvest at Summit University. Since 1932, 

Summit University has served helpless, harassed people who 

need a relationship with God—the relationship that we were 

designed for. We believe what Jesus said in John 14:6: “I am the 

way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except 

through me.” We proclaim his exclusivity in salvation, and we 

carry the hope of salvation in Christ into God’s harvest in every 

way we can. At Summit University, we will continue to shape 

pastors, youth pastors, and all sorts of local church servants. In 

addition, we will provide bachelor’s level training with a major in 

Bible and in a second major that will allow graduates to access 
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the increasingly diverse harvest field. Add in six master’s degrees 

and two doctorates through our seminary, and you realize that 

we offer extraordinary levels of training for those who would 

serve. 

Our seal shows mountains in the background. We moved to 

the Endless Mountains region of Northeastern Pennsylvania in 

1968. We have lived in the Commonwealth longer than we lived 

in our first home in Johnson City, New York. South Abington 

Township along with our neighboring boroughs of Clarks Green 

and Clarks Summit have provided great support for our students. 

We look forward to deepening that relationship and serving them 

well. The Summit is a great place for gaining perspective on the 

harvest. 

Our family lived outside America for twelve years. We 

learned that university was the only term that defines the post-

high school educational experience that provides a degree. In 

America, we use the word college as roughly equivalent to 

university. Outside America, a college would rarely be a place 

where high school graduates earn degrees. Universities provide 

that service. As our graduates move into God’s wide harvest field, 

we will provide a degree that unmistakably shows their 

achievement by the use of the term university.  

Jesus Christ is the center of everything we do here at Summit 

University. We focus on the character of Christ. Therefore, we 

want to become like him so we can help others as he did. Jesus 

Christ is the only one who can meet the needs of the helpless and 

harassed. With all of our hearts, we agree with the Apostle John 

that God’s love for the world was shown through the gift of his 

Son, and that whoever believes in Him will not perish but have 

everlasting life. We believe that a growing relationship with God 

through Christ is the most valuable pursuit in life. We will enter 

the harvest, serving others as guided by God’s Word, proclaiming 

the good news that Jesus Christ saves sinners. We are Summit 
University.  
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The Plan and Power  

of God the Father  

in Ephesians 
 

Dr. Gary Gromacki 

Professor of Bible and Homiletics 

Baptist Bible Seminary 

Clarks Summit, Pennsylvania 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Ephesians: Paul’s Trinitarian Epistle 

 

Ephesians is Paul’s trinitarian epistle.1 The trinity is seen in 
several texts in Ephesians (Eph 1:3–14; 2:18, 22; 3:14–17; 4:4–
6; 5:18–20). Ephesians 1:3–14 focuses on the work of the triune 
God in accomplishing our salvation. God the Father planned our 
salvation (Eph 1:3–6). God the Son (Jesus Christ) purchased our 
salvation by his death on the cross (Eph 1:7–12). God the Spirit 
(the Holy Spirit) protects our salvation as the seal (Eph 1:13–
14).  

The three divine persons of the trinity are involved in 
prayer as Paul writes, “For through Him [Christ] we both have 
access by one Spirit to the Father” (Eph 2:18). The triune God is 
involved with the church as the temple of the Lord. Jesus Christ 

                                                 
1 “Even the New Testament evidence for the doctrine of the Trinity 

is not found uniformly throughout the New Testament. Like nuggets of 
gold, it is concentrated in pockets here and there among other 
materials. One such glorious concentration of material contributing to 
the doctrine of the Trinity is the Epistle of Paul to the Ephesians. Every 
chapter of this strategic and important Christian revelation adds its 
contribution to the total wealth of evidence supporting the doctrine of 
the Trinity” (John Witmer, “Paul’s Trinitarian Epistle,” BSac 115, no. 
459 [1958]: 252). 
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is the cornerstone in the temple into which believers are being 
built together for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit (Eph 
2:22). Paul prayed to the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ that the 
Ephesians might be strengthened through his Spirit in the inner 
man with the result that Christ would dwell in their hearts 
through faith (Eph 3:14–17). Paul mentions the one Spirit, one 
Lord, and one God and Father of all in Ephesians 4:4–6. Paul 
commands that Christians be filled by means of the Spirit. An 
evidence of this filling is that they will give thanks to God the 
Father in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ (Eph 5:18–20).  

Hoehner writes, “Therefore, the work of Trinity is important 
in Ephesians. It is the Father to whom believers direct their 
prayers and the one who is over all and plans or initiates all 
things. It is the Son through whom believers pray and the one 
who carries out the Father’s plan in redemption, reconciliation, 
and unification of believers. The Holy Spirit is the one who seals, 
indwells, and empowers believers.”2 
 

God the Father in Ephesians 

 
Paul refers to God the Father eight times in Ephesians (1:2, 

3, 17; 2:18; 3:14; 4:6; 5:20; 6:23). Paul sends a Christian 
greeting of grace and peace to the Ephesians from “God our 
Father” (Eph 1:2). God is specifically the Father of those who are 
believers in Christ. They have been born again into God’s family. 
Paul refers to God the Father as “the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ” (Eph 1:3), “the God of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Eph 
1:17), and “the Father of glory” (Eph 1:17). Christians have 
access through Christ and by the Spirit to “the Father” (Eph 
2:18). Christians can come into the presence of God the Father 
by praying to him. Paul bows his knees in prayer “to the Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Eph 3:14). Paul states that there is 
“one God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and 
in you all” (Eph 4:6). God is through all in that he accomplishes 

                                                 
2 Harold Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 2002), 107. 
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his purposes through believers. The phrase “and in you all” does 
not mean that God the Father indwells all people. The context 
shows that God the Father indwells only those who are 
believers. Paul refers to “God the Father” in Ephesians 5:20 and 
6:23. Believers give thanks to God the Father (Eph 5:20). Paul 
concludes his epistle to the Ephesians by giving a benediction. 
He writes, “Peace to the brethren, and love with faith, from God 
the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (Eph 6:23). 

 
The Blessing of God the Father 

 (Ephesians 1:3) 

 
Paul begins the book of Ephesians by blessing God the 

Father for blessing Christians with every spiritual blessing in 
Christ. Paul writes, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in 
the heavenly places in Christ” (Eph 1:3; Εὐλογητὸς ὁ θεὸς καὶ 
πατὴρ τοῦ κυρίου ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, ὁ εὐλογήσας ἡμᾶς ἐν 
πάσῃ εὐλογίᾳ πνευματικῇ ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις ἐν Χριστῷ).  

Paul blesses3 the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.4 
Dr. Robert Gromacki writes, 

                                                 
3The Greek word for “blessed” is Εὐλογητὸς and is defined as 

“blessed, praised” (BDAG, 408). This adjective “blessed” is used eight 
times in the New Testament only of God and never of man (Mark 
14:61; Luke 1:68; Rom 1:25; 9:5; 2 Cor 1:3; 11:31; Eph 1:3; 1 Pet 1:3). 
Mark records how the high priest Caiaphas asked Jesus at his trial, 
“Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?” (Mark 14:61). Luke 
records how Zacharias blessed God in Luke 1:68: “Blessed is the Lord 
God of Israel, for He has visited and redeemed His people.” Paul wrote 
that the Creator “is blessed forever” (Rom 1:25). Paul writes that 
Christ is blessed: “Christ, who is over all, the eternally blessed God” 
(Rom 9:5). Paul begins his letter of 2 Corinthians by blessing God: 
“Blessed be God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of 
mercies and God of all comfort” (2 Cor 1:3). Paul writes, “The God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who is blessed forever. . .” (2 Cor 
11:31). Peter begins his first epistle by writing “Blessed be the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to his abundant mercy 



12     THE JOURNAL OF MINISTRY AND THEOLOGY 

 
God is not the God and Father of Jesus Christ in the same 
sense in which He is the God and Father of believers. There is 
an eternal Father–Son relationship within the Trinitarian 
oneness of the Divine Being, whereas He becomes the Father 
of believers at the time of their spiritual regeneration (John 
1:12). The term “Father” probably points to the relationship 
with Christ’s divine nature, whereas the word “God” shows a 
relationship to Christ’s human nature. The hypostatic union of 
the two natures within Christ’s single person thus manifests 
this twofold relationship.5   

 
The words “who has blessed” (ὁ εὐλογήσας) means God has 

provided Christians with many spiritual benefits.6 The articular 
aorist participle points to the total redemptive purpose which 
centers in the accomplished work of Christ in his death, 
resurrection, and ascension. Paul states that believers have 
received every spiritual blessing in Christ. The word “every” 
(πάσῃ) indicates that the blessing is complete. The blessings are 
“spiritual” (πνευματικῇ)7 in nature. The word “blessing” 

                                                                                                      
has begotten us again to a living hope through the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Pet 1:3). 
 

4 Daniel Wallace indicates that ὁ θεὸς καὶ πατὴρ is a Granville 
Sharp construction with both “God” and “Father” referring to the same 
person: God the Father (Daniel Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the 

Basics [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996], 274).  
 
5 Robert Gromacki, “Ephesians 1:3–14: The Blessings of Salvation,” 

in New Testament Essays in Honor of Homer A. Kent Jr., ed. Gary T. 
Meadors (Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books, 1991), 220. 

 
6 The Greek word for “blessed” (εὐλογήσας) is defined as “to 

bestow a favor; provide with benefits” (BDAG, 408).  
 

7 The Greek word for “spiritual” (πνευματικῇ) means “having to do 
with the divine Spirit” (BDAG, 837). Paul uses the word “spiritual” 
three times in Ephesians. God the Father has blessed Christians with 
spiritual blessings (Eph 1:3). Christians are to sing spiritual songs (Eph 
5:19). Christians are to wrestle against spiritual hosts of wickedness in 
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(εὐλογίᾳ) refers to spiritual benefits or enrichments that are 
gifts of the Father to believers.8 Paul lists the spiritual blessings 
in Ephesians one: election (1:4), adoption (1:4), grace (1:6), 
redemption (1:7), forgiveness of sins (1:7), wisdom (1:8), 
prudence (1:8), revelation of the mystery of his will (1:9), the 
gospel (1:13), sealing (1:13), the Holy Spirit (1:13), and 
inheritance (1:14).  

The spiritual blessings are located “in the heavenlies.” The 
phrase “in the heavenlies” (ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις) is used five 
times in Ephesians (1:3, 20; 2:6; 3:10; 6:12).9 Harris gives an 

                                                                                                      
heavenly places (Eph 6:12). Paul uses the word “spiritual” to refer to 
gifts (Rom 1:11; 1 Cor 12:1; 14:1), the law (Rom 7:14), the word of God 
referred to as “spiritual things” (Rom 15:27; 1 Cor 2:13; 9:11), 
Christians (1 Cor 2:15; Gal 6:1), the resurrection body of Christians (1 
Cor 15:44, 46), understanding (Col 1:9), and songs (Col 3:16). 

 
8 The Greek word for “blessing” (εὐλογίᾳ) means an “act or benefit 

of blessing, blessing” (BDAG, 408). Paul uses the word positively to 
refer to the blessing of Abraham (Gal 3:14), the communion cup (1 Cor 
10:16), giving (2 Cor 9:5, 6) and the gospel of Christ (Rom. 15:29). 
 

9 Spiritual blessings are located “in the heavenlies” (Eph 1:3). Jesus 
Christ is seated at the right hand of God “in the heavenlies” (Eph 1:20). 
Christians are spiritually positioned with Christ “in the heavenlies” 
(Eph 2:6). The wisdom of God is made known by the church to the 
principalities and powers located “in the heavenlies” (Eph 3:10). 
Christians are involved in spiritual warfare with spiritual hosts of 
wickedness “in the heavenlies” (Eph 6:12). The word “heavenly” is 
used elsewhere by Paul and throughout the New Testament. The word 
“heavenly” is used in the gospels of God the Father (Matt 18:35) and 
spoken truth by Christ (John 3:12). Paul uses the word “heavenly” to 
refer to the resurrection body of Jesus (1 Cor 15:48–49), and the 
kingdom of God (2 Tim 4:18). The writer to the Hebrews uses 
“heavenly” to refer to the divine calling to salvation (Heb 3:1), the gift 
of salvation (Heb 6:4), the eternal country (Heb 11:16), and the new 
Jerusalem (Heb 12:22). Bruce claims that the blessings in the 
heavenlies “are the Christian counterpart to those temporal blessings 
which the Old Testament promised to those who were pressing on to 
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insightful summary of the expression “in the heavenlies” in 
Ephesians: 
 

In addition to 1:20, a local sense seems evident in 2:6 and 6:12, 
and perhaps to a slightly lesser extent in 3:10. Without attempting 
to solve the difficulties inherent in the spherical dative force of the 
phrase ἐν Χριστῷ it is sufficient to note that given a local sense for 
ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις, the latter phrase denotes the place where the 
exalted Christ is (cf. 1:20), and thus the place where believers are 
spiritually blessed (v.3), insofar as they are corporately identified 
with their Messiah. It is true that οὐρανός and related terms 
analogically represented the spiritual world (the realm of the 
divine, which transcends space and time) in contemporary Jewish 
thought. Nevertheless Lincoln opts for a combination of the literal 
and figurative senses of ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις in 1:3 because the 
phrase in Ephesians retains a link to the upper regions of the 
cosmos, a part of the created universe, since this is the place to 
which the incarnate Christ has ascended (cf. 1:20; 2:6; and by 
implication 4:10).10  
 
The phrase “in Christ” (ἐν Χριστῷ) or “in Him” (ἐν αὐτῷ) 

occurs twelve times in Ephesians 1:3–13. It denotes a distinct 
relationship that Christians have with Jesus. God’s purpose and 
election take place in Christ (Eph 1:4, 9, 11). God’s grace and 
redemption are found in Christ (Eph 1:6–7) All things in heaven 
and on earth are summed up in Christ (Eph 1:10). People trust 
in Christ, hear the word in Christ, and by faith are sealed in 
Christ (Eph 1:12–13).11  

                                                                                                      
an earthly inheritance” (F. F. Bruce, The Epistle To The Ephesians: A 

Verse-by-Verse Exposition [Old Tappan, N.J.: Revell, 1961], 27).  
 
10 W. Hall Harris, “The Heavenlies Reconsidered: Οὐρανός and 

Ἐπουράνος in Ephesians,” BSac 148, no. 589 (1991): 74. 
 

11 Ryrie writes, “Even the most casual reader of the Pauline 
Epistles realizes that the truth concerning the Christian life occupies a 
large place in those writings. This has led writers on Pauline theology 
to assert that Paul’s doctrine of ‘in Christ’ is his central one. The case 
for such a conclusion is substantial, for many other doctrines are 
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THE PLAN OF GOD THE FATHER 

 
Ephesians emphasizes the sovereign plan of God the Father 

in salvation. God the Father made a sovereign plan in eternity 
past. Paul uses the word “will” (θελήματος) four times in 

                                                                                                      
related to being ‘in Christ’: e.g., justification (Rom 8:1), sanctification 
(Rom 6:1–10), ethics (Col 3:1), and eschatology (1 Thess 4:14–15). 
Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that the doctrine of God is 
the central doctrine of Pauline theology and that the doctrine of being 
‘in Christ’ is the focal point of all the teachings concerning the Christian 
life. Paul was the chief exponent of the concept of being ‘in Christ’ as 
far as making it normative in Christian thought and experience. The 
idea is found in the teaching of the Lord (John 14:20; 15:4), but 
generally speaking the Synoptics emphasize being ‘with (meta) Christ’ 
while Paul speaks of being ‘in (en) Christ.’ The term is far reaching. The 
heavenly calling of Christians is ‘in Christ Jesus’ (Phil 3:14; cf. 2 Tim 
1:9). Their election is in Him (Eph 1:4). Forgiveness (Eph 1:7; 4:32; Col 
1:14), redemption (Rom 3:24; Eph 1:7; Col 1:14), freedom from 
condemnation (Rom 8:1), freedom from the Law (Gal 2:4), justification 
(Gal 2:17), and life (Rom 6:11, 23; 8:2) are all in Christ. Sanctification 
and Christian living are also related to being in Christ. In Him 
Christians are sanctified (1 Cor 1:2), rooted and built up (Col 2:7), 
taught (Eph 4:21), guarded (Phil 4:7), and led in triumph (2 Cor 2:14). 
In Christ believers, both Jew and Gentile are one body (Rom 12:5; Eph 
2:13–22), and in Him they have boldness and access to God (Eph 3:12). 
Bodily resurrection is also related to being in Christ (1 Cor 15:22) …. 
Certain important distinctions are apparent in the concept. (1) This 
union with Christ is a gift of God and involves the baptizing work of the 
Holy Spirit. (2) The doctrine invalidates the idea that Jesus is merely 
an example. (3) The idea is mystical, but it is a mysticism of intimate 
communion with Christ open to all believers. (4) It is the basis for 
Christian ethics and the answer to the antinomian charge. If a Christian 
is really united to Christ he is identified with Christ’s attitude toward 
sin, and this is the strongest reason for living the Christian life. This 
union also provides the power to live. Every indicative is a veiled 
imperative—you are a new man in Christ, live like one. This is the 
heart of all of Paul’s teaching about the Christian life” (Charles C. Ryrie, 
Biblical Theology of the New Testament [Chicago: Moody, 1959], 203–
204). 
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Ephesians 1 (vv. 1, 5, 9, 11) for God’s sovereign plan. God’s 
sovereign will is God’s predetermined plan for everything that 
happens in the universe. Paul was made an apostle by the 
sovereign will of God (Eph 1:1). God predestined some people to 
be his adopted sons “according to the good pleasure of His will” 
(Eph 1:5). Predestination and adoption are included in God’s 
sovereign plan.12 God has made known to Christians “the 
mystery of His will” (Eph 1:9). Not everything in God’s sovereign 
plan has been revealed. God “works all things according to the 
counsel of His will” (Eph 1:11). God has made a plan which He 
has accomplished in history in the past and will continue to 
work out in the present and future. 

Another word referring to God’s sovereign plan in Ephesians 
is “purpose” (πρόθεσιν).13 Paul wrote that predestination is 
“according to the purpose of Him who works14 all things 

                                                 
12 Paul states that predestination is related to God’s 

foreknowledge (Rom 8:29). Peter states that election is according to 
the foreknowledge of God the Father (1 Pet 1:2). God chooses those 
whom He knows and knows whom He will choose. There is mystery in 
election. 

 
13 The Greek word πρόθεσιν is defined as “that which is planned in 

advance; plan, purpose, resolve, will” (BDAG, 869). The same word is 
used by Paul in Romans 8:28, “And we know that all things work 
together for good to those who love God, to those who are called 
according to His purpose.” Paul refers to the “purpose of God 
according to election” in Romans 9:11.  

 
14 The Greek word for “works” is ἐνεργοῦντος and the word is a 

present active participle, genitive, masculine singular of ἐνεργέω 
which is defined as “to bring something about through use of 
capability; work, produce, effect” (BDAG, 335). The active voice of 
ἐνεργέω is used three times in Ephesians (1:11, 20; 2:2). It is also used 
by Paul in 1 Corinthians 12:6, 11; Galatians 2:8 (twice), 3:5 and 
Philippians 2:13 (twice). Eight times the verb refers to the action of 
God, and once to the action of Satan.  
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according to the counsel of His will” (Eph 1:11). Paul wrote that 
the wisdom of God is made known by the church to the   

A third word referring to God’s sovereign plan in Ephesians 
is “counsel” (βουλὴν).15 God “works all things according to the 
counsel of his will” (Eph 1:11). God the Father is actively 
involved in the circumstances of life to accomplish his sovereign 
plan (Rom 8:28). 
 

Election: God the Father Chose Us  

(Ephesians 1:4) 

 

God the Father chose (ἐξελέξατο)16 some people to be saved 
before the world was created (Eph 1:4). God the Father chose 
“us” (believers) in “him” (Christ). The verb ἐξελέξατο is in the 
middle voice and may signify that God chose in his own interest. 
Salvation, including election, must be seen as theocentric rather 
than anthropocentric. What is election? The Westminster 
Shorter Catechism defines election: “Election is the eternal act of 
God by which in His sovereign pleasure and on account of no 
foreseen merit in them He chose certain ones out of the number 
of sinful people to be the recipients of the special saving grace of 

                                                 
15 The Greek word βουλὴν is defined as a “resolution, decision” 

(BDAG, 182). The word is used of God’s plan or purpose in Luke 7:30; 
Acts 2:23; 4:28; 13:36; 20:27; Ephesians 1:11; Hebrews 6:17. 

 
16 The verb “chose” (ἐξελέξατο) is used in soteriological passages 

only of God (John 13:18; 15:16, 19; 1 Cor 1:27–29; Eph 1:4; Jas 2:5). 
God chose some lost people to be saved. The Greek verb ἐκλέγομαι 
means “to make a choice in accordance with significant preference; 
select someone or something for oneself” (BDAG, 305). Paul wrote, 
“But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to put to shame the 
wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame 
the things which are mighty; and the base things of the world and the 
things which are despised God has chosen, and the things which are 
not, to bring to nothing the things that are, that no flesh should glory in 
His presence” (1 Cor 1:27–29).  
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the Spirit and so to be made voluntary partakers of Christ’s 
salvation.”17  

Views of Election 

 
There are four views of election in Ephesians 1:4: (1) 

foresight election, (2) corporate election, (3) the election of 
Israel, and (4) individual, unconditional, pre-temporal election. 
These views will be defined and critiqued. 
 

(1) Foresight Election. Foresight election is the view that 
God looked down the corridor of time and saw who would 
choose him and then he chose them to be saved based on their 
human decision. Thiessen writes, “By election we mean that 
sovereign act of God in grace whereby He chose in Christ Jesus 
for salvation all those whom He foreknew would accept Him.”18 

                                                 
17 James R. Boyd, The Westminster Shorter Catechism 

(Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication and Sabbath School 
Work, 1854), 61. 

 
18 Henry C. Thiessen, Introductory Lectures in Systematic Theology 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959), 344. Thiessen believes that God 
knows all future events. His view should not be confused with the 
openness of God viewpoint of Clark Pinnock and John Sanders. They 
write, “God, in grace, grants humans significant freedom to cooperate 
with or work against God’s will for their lives, and he enters into 
dynamic, give and take relationships with us. The Christian life 
involves a genuine interaction between God and human beings. We 
respond to God’s gracious initiatives and God responds to our 
responses . . . and on it goes. God takes risks in this give and take 
relationship, yet he is endlessly resourceful and competent in working 
towards his ultimate goals. Sometimes God alone decides how to 
accomplish these goals. On other occasions, God works with human 
decision, adapting his own plans to fit the changing situation. God does 
not control everything that happens. Rather, he is open to receiving 
input from his creatures. In loving dialogue, God invites us to 
participate with him to bring the future into being” (Clark Pinnock, 
Richard Rice, John Sanders, William Hasker, and David Basinger, The 

Openness of God: A Biblical Challenge to the Traditional Understanding 
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This view equates foreknowledge and foresight. God’s decision 
of election is based upon his foresight of man’s decision for 
salvation. The problem with foresight election is that it makes 
God’s choice dependent upon man’s choice. John 15:16 says, 
“You did not choose Me, but I chose you and appointed you that 
you should go and bear fruit.” God chose some to be saved even 
before he created man and woman. 

 
(2) Corporate Election. Karl Barth taught that election is 

primarily election of Christ, then the election of the community, 
and finally the election of individuals.19 This is group election 
rather than individual election. Robert Shank in his book Elect in 

the Son states that God chose a group (the church) in Christ, but 
not individuals until after they become members of the church 
by faith.20 Snodgrass defends corporate election: 
 

Usually when people speak of divine election, they think of the 
election of individuals and the benefit to them. But biblical texts 
have a different emphasis, for election is primarily a corporate 
term. Nothing in Ephesians 1 focuses on individuals, rather the 
text focuses collectively on those who are in Christ. This changes 

                                                                                                      
of God [Downers Grove, IL.: InterVarsity, 1994], 7). Thiessen believes 
in the sovereignty of God and that God controls all events since he has 
planned everything. Pinnock and Sanders and others who hold to the 
open view of God reject God’s ultimate sovereignty and would not hold 
to election prior to the creation of the world. R. K. McGregor critiques 
the open view of God in his book No Place for Sovereignty: What’s 

Wrong with Freewill Theism (Downers Grove, IL.: InterVarsity, 1996).  
 

19 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1936) 
2.2.94–194. 
 

20 Robert Shank, Elect in the Son (Springfield, MO.: Westcott, 
1970), 48–49. Some other evangelical books that advocate the 
corporate election view include W. W. Klein, The New Chosen People: A 

Corporate View of Election (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990) and R. 
Forster and V. Marston, God’s Strategy in Human History (Wheaton, IL.: 
Tyndale, 1973), 117–49.  
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the theology. People become elect only in the Elect One–Christ. 
Whereas Israel was chosen to convey the blessings of God to the 
world, now Christ has taken on that task. He is the “seed of 
Abraham” par excellence, who fulfills Israel’s election (cf. Gal 3:7–
29). Election takes place in him (Eph 1:4) and through him (1:5). 
Individuals are not elected and then put in Christ. They are in 
Christ and therefore elect.21 
 
The corporate view of election cannot be supported from 

Ephesians 1:4. Ephesians 1:4 does not say that God chose Christ 
and those who believe in Christ. Ephesians 1:4 says that God 
“chose us in Christ.” God takes the initiative in choosing some to 
believe. Election involves God’s selection of individuals to be 
saved before the creation of the world. An elect person hears 
and believes the gospel (Eph 1:13; Acts 13:48).  
 

(3) Election of Israel. McRay believes that the pronouns in 
Ephesians provide a key to the theology of the book. He believes 
that Paul consistently uses second person pronouns in the letter 
to refer to Gentiles (i.e., “Remember that you, once Gentiles in 
the flesh ….” in Ephesians 2:11 and “I, Paul, the prisoner of 
Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles” in Ephesians 3:1). 
McRay believes that first person pronouns are used in a number 
of different ways, both traditional and specialized. He argues 
that the first person plural pronouns (we, us) are used in a 
specialized way from Ephesians 1:1 to 2:3 to refer to Jews or 
Jewish Christians. McRay asserts,  

 
It is in the context of the role of Israel as the elect, the chosen, 
descended from Abraham to propagate the Messiah, rather than in 
the context of individual predestination to salvation, that Paul 
speaks of election. The first chapter asserts that the Jews, God’s 
saints or holy ones, were “chosen” to bring the blessing of 
redemption to all nations in fulfillment of the promise to Abraham. 
It was the Jews who were foreordained unto adoption for this 
purpose (v. 5), chosen in the beloved (Messiah) for God’s glory, 

                                                 
21 Klyne Snodgrass, Ephesians: The NIV Application Commentary 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 49. 
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that is, to declare the sovereignty of monotheism (v. 6), chosen 
before the foundation of the world to be “holy and blameless” 
(v.4). They were the first to hope in the Messiah (v.12).22 

 
McRay has made some important observations regarding 

the “we” and “you” statements in Ephesians. It is important to 
see that many of the “you” statements specifically relate to the 
Gentiles (Eph 1:13; 2:1–2, 11–13, 19, 3:1–2). But there are 
verses in Ephesians where “we” or “us” refer generally to all 
Christians and not just to Jewish Christians (Eph 2:4, 5, 6, 7, 10, 
18; 4:7, 13, 14; 5:2; 6:12). There are also verses where “you” or 
“your” can refer to saved Jews and saved Gentiles and not just to 
Gentiles (Eph 2:8–9; 4:20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 5:3, 6, 8, 14, 15, 6:13, 
14, 15, 31, 22).  

There are several problems with McRay’s view of Ephesians 
1:4. First, the context does not support McRay’s view that 
Ephesians 1:4 refers to Israel, the elect nation of God. Ephesians 
1:3 states that God the Father has blessed “us” (all Christians) 
with every spiritual blessing in the heavenlies in Christ. Second, 
not every Jew in the nation of Israel was a believer. Paul argued 
this point in Romans 9:6b, “For they are not all Israel who are of 
Israel.” Third, the purpose of salvation is not for Israel “to 
declare the sovereignty of monotheism” but for Christians to be 
for “the praise of the glory of his grace” (Eph 1:6). 

 
(4) Individual, Unconditional, Pre-Temporal Election.23 

God chose certain individuals to be saved before he created the 
world without any foreseen merit in them. Berkhof defines 
                                                 

22 John McRay, “Ephesians, Theology of,” in Evangelical Dictionary 

of Biblical Theology, ed. Walter Elwell (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 
205–206. 

 
23 Unconditional election is one of the five traditional points of 

Calvinism along with total depravity, limited atonement, irresistible 
grace, and perseverance of the saints. This author believes the 
atonement is not limited because the Bible states that Christ died for 
the whole world (John 3:16; 1 John 2:2; 2 Pet 2:1) and not just for the 
elect. 
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election as “that eternal act of God whereby He, in his sovereign 
good pleasure, and on account of no foreseen merit in them, 
chooses a certain number of men to be the recipients of special 
grace and of eternal salvation.”24 There is mystery in the 
doctrine of election. God has not revealed the reason why he has 
chosen some to be saved. Ryrie explains election: 
 

Thus election is unconditional (i.e. there is nothing in the creature 
that conditions God’s choice), pre–temporal (before the 
foundation of the world), unmerited (i.e. of grace), and the basis of 
salvation. Those who hold this view also acknowledge that 
election is in Christ, but they mean that He is the ground and cause 
and guarantee of the election of individuals. They reject the 
corporate election concept, insisting rather that God elected 
individuals (and not on the basis of foresight), and those elect 
individuals form the group, the church.25  

 
The objects of election are unbelievers who become 

believers through faith in Christ. Divine choice is always positive 
and never negative. Out of grace God picks out from among a 
fallen, condemned human race those upon whom he will show 
mercy (Rom 11:5–6).26 God chose certain people in Christ. The 
phrase “in Him” shows the sphere of election. Ellicott observes 

                                                 
24 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1939), 114. 
 
25 Charles C. Ryrie, Basic Theology (Wheaton, IL.: Victor, 1986), 

311. 
 

26 “Salvage yards use giant electromagnets to lift and partially sort 
scrap metal. When the magnet is turned on, a tremendous magnetic 
force draws all the ferrous metals that are near it, but it has no effect 
on other metals such as aluminum and brass. In a similar way, God’s 
elective will irresistibly draws to Himself those whom He has 
predetermined to love and forgive, while having no effect on those 
whom He has not” (John MacArthur, Ephesians [Chicago: Moody, 
1986], 11). 
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that Christ is the head and representation of spiritual humanity, 
as Adam was the representative of natural humanity.27  

 

The Time of Election 

 

The time of election was “before the foundation of the 
world” (πρὸ καταβολῆς κόσμου). Election took place in eternity 
past before the world was created. Only three times in the NT 
does the preposition πρὸ occur before καταβολῆς.28 Jesus said 
that God the Father loved him before the foundation of the 
world (John 17:24). Jesus was foreordained before the 
foundation of the world (1 Pet 1:20). Believers in Jesus were 
chosen before the foundation of the world (Eph 1:4). 
 

The Purpose of Election 

 

The purpose of election is that the elect should “be holy and 
blameless before Him in love” (1:4; εἶναι ἡμᾶς ἁγίους καὶ 
ἀμώμους κατενώπιον αὐτοῦ ἐν ἀγάπῃ). The word “holy” 
(ἁγίους)29 means to be set apart from sin to God and refers to 
the sanctification of Christians. Christians are holy because God 
imputes the righteousness of Christ to them the moment they 
trust in Jesus as their Savior. Someday Christians will stand 
before God as holy (Col 1:22). They will completely be set apart 
from sin. Christians will have glorified bodies that will no longer 

                                                 
27 Charles J. Ellicott, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians (London: 

Longmans, Green & Co., 1884), 6. 
 

28 The Greek word καταβολῆς refers to that which is laid down to 
provide a base for something (BDAG, 515). Ephesians 1:14 is the only 
place where Paul uses the word. The phrase “foundation of the world” 
is used in Matthew 13:35; 25:34; Luke 11:50; John 17:24; Hebrews 
4:3; 9:26; 1 Peter 1:20; Revelation 13:8; 17:8.  

 
29 The word ἁγίος is defined as “consecrated to God; holy, pure; 

reverent” (BDAG, 10–11). 
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have sinful natures. This is the destiny of all Christians. Until 
that day God expects Christians to live holy lives (1 Pet 1:16). 

The word “without blame” (ἀμώμους) means “without fault, 
morally blameless.”30 The word was used in the Septuagint to 
describe sacrificial animals without fault or defect that could be 
offered to God as sacrifices (Lev 1:3; 3:1). It is also used to 
describe Jesus Christ as the Lamb “without blemish and without 
spot” (1 Pet 1:19). Paul later said that Christ’s ultimate goal was 
to present the church as “holy and without blemish” (Eph 5:27; 
Col 1:22). The word is used to describe Christians now (Phil 
2:15) and at the end of the age (2 Pet 3:14; Jude v. 24). 

 
Predestination: God the Father 

 Predestined Us (Ephesians 1:5–6) 

 

God the Father predestined some people to be his adopted 
sons (Eph 1:5). The meaning of predestination has often been 
misunderstood.31 Paul declared it to be the action of a personal 
loving God. The Greek word for “having predestined” 
(προορίσας) literally means “to decide upon beforehand; 
predetermine.”32 The verb predestined is used six times in the 
NT (Acts 4:18; Rom 8:29–30; 1 Cor 2:7; Eph 1:5, 11). On the day 
of Pentecost, Peter used the term to argue that the crucifixion 
                                                 

30 BDAG, 56. 
 
 31 Several books have been written on this issue of predestination 

and human freedom (John Feinberg, Norman Geisler, Bruce 
Reichenback, and Clark Pinnock, Predestination and Free Will: Four 

Views of Divine Sovereignty and Human Freedom [Downers Grove, IL.: 
InterVarsity, 1986]; David N. Steele, Curtis C. Thomas and S. Lance 
Quinn, The Five Points of Calvinism: Defined, Defended, Documented 
[Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2004]; Thomas R. 
Schreiner and Bruce A. Ware, eds. Still Sovereign: Contemporary 

Perspectives on Election, Foreknowledge and Grace [Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1995]. 

 
32 BDAG, 873. 
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was planned by God. Jesus was “delivered by the determined 
purpose and foreknowledge of God, you have taken by lawless 
dands, have crucified and put to death” (Acts 2:23). The cross of 
Jesus is a perfect illustration of the harmony between human 
accountability for an evil action and the divine sovereign will.   

 
Adoption: God the Father Adopted Us (Ephesians 1:6) 

 
God the Father has predestined believers to be his adopted 

sons. The prepositional phrase “unto adoption as sons” (εἰς 
υἱοθεσίαν) literally means “unto son placing” and gives the 
purpose of predestination. Ciampa defines adoption as “the legal 
establishment of a kinship relationship between two people that 
is recognized as being equivalent to one based on physical 
descent.”33 Rees writes, 

                                                 
33 R. E. Ciampa, “Adoption,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 

eds. T. Desmond Alexander, D. A. Carson, Brian S. Rosner, and Graeme 
Goldsworthy (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000), 376. Ciampa 
points out how divine adoption is used in the Old Testament to refer to 
(1) God and his adopted son, Israel (Exod 4:22; Deut 32:10; Hos 11:1), 
and (2) God and his adopted son, the king of Israel (2 Sam 7:14; 1 Chr 
17:13; Ps 2:7). Paul recognized that adoption related to Israel (Rom 
9:4). Paul referred to Psalm 2:7 in referring to Jesus Christ as God’s 
adopted son in Acts 13:33. The writer to the Hebrews also used Psalm 
2:7 to refer to Christ (Heb 1:3–5; 5:5). Paul adds a third usage of 
adoption as he applies the word to Christians. People become “sons of 
God through faith in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:26). Galatians 4:5 indicates 
that God sent his Son “to redeem those who were under the law, that 
we might receive the adoption as sons.” Romans 8:15 indicates that 
believers have received the “Spirit of adoption by whom we cry out, 
‘Abba, Father.’“ There is a future adoption for Christians as well. Paul 
relates the future adoption to the redemption of the bodies of 
believers. Romans 8:23 says, “Not only that, but we also who have the 
firstfruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, 
eagerly waiting for the adoption, the redemption of our bodies.” The 
adoption of God’s spiritual sons will be revealed to the world in the 
future when Christ returns and believers receive their new glorified 
bodies (Rom 8:23). See James M. Scott, Adoption as Sons of God 
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Under Roman law a child was adopted through a legal process:In 
Rome the unique nature of paternal authority (patria potestas) by 
which a son was held in his father’s power, almost as a slave was 
owned by his master, gave a peculiar character to the process of 
adoption. For the adoption of a person free from paternal 
authority (sui juris), the process and effect were practically the 
same in Rome as in Greece (adrogatio). In a more specific sense, 
adoption proper (adoption) was the process by which a person 
was transferred from his natural father’s power into that of his 
adoptive father; and it consisted in a fictitious sale of the son, and 
his surrender by the natural to the adoptive father.34 

 
Lyall explains why Paul borrowed the custom from Roman law 
instead of Jewish law. Jewish law did not make a provision for 
adoption. Through the Jewish custom of levirate marriage 
(Deuteronomy 25), the brother of the deceased would marry the 
widow and seek to raise sons for him. As a Roman citizen Paul 
would have been familiar with the Roman law. Through his 
upbringing in the city of Tarsus and through his travels, he 
would have become familiar with the Roman law concerning 
adoption. Lyall gives this description of the significance of 
adoption: 
 

Roman law of adoption, with concept of patria potestas inherent in 
it, is a peculiarly useful illustration of these doctrines in action. I 
conclude that Paul’s use of the term “adoption” in Romans, 
Ephesians, and the adoptee is taken out of his previous state and is 
placed in a new relationship with his new paterfamilias. All his old 
debts are canceled, and in effect he starts a new life. From that 
time the paterfamilias owns all the property and acquisitions of 
the adoptee, controls his personal relationships, and has rights of 
discipline. On the other hand he is involved in liability by the 

                                                                                                      
(Tübingen, Germany: J. C. B. Mohr, 1992) for a detailed study of 
adoption. 

 
34 T. Rees, “Adoption,” in The International Standard Bible 

Encyclopedia, ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1979), 1:54. 
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actions of the adoptee and owes reciprocal duties of support and 
maintenance. The Christian doctrines of election, justification, and 
sanctification imply that the believer is taken out of his former 
state, and is placed in a new relationship with God. He is made 
part of God’s family forever, with reciprocal duties and rights. All 
his time, property, and energy should from that time forth be 
brought under God’s control. The Galatians was a deliberate, 
considered, and appropriate reference to Roman law.35 

 
Spiritual adoption takes place at the time of conversion. In 

that event, God places the saved person into the spiritual 
position of an adult son with all of the attendant responsibilities 
and privileges (Gal 4:4–5). The Christian’s adoption is secured 
by Jesus Christ (διὰ Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ). He is the agent who secures 
our adoption. The goal of adoption is that Christians might be 
brought into a relationship with God the Father (εἰς αὐτόν).  

Election, predestination, and adoption are designed to bring 
praise to the glory of God’s grace (Eph 1:6; εἰς ἔπαινον δόξης τῆς 
χάριτος αὐτοῦ). These doctrines exalt the grace of God as 
neither divine action is deserved by sinful man (Rom 11:5–6).  
 

Revelation: God the Father Revealed His Plan to Us 

(Ephesians 1:9–10) 

 
Paul writes that God has “made known36 to us the mystery 

of His will, according to the good pleasure which He purposed in 
Himself” (Eph 1:9). Through Christ, God has revealed the 
redemptive program of the ages. God has made known to 
Christians “the mystery of his will” (τὸ μυστήριον τοῦ 
θελήματος αὐτοῦ). The term “mystery” (μυστήριον) is used six 
times in Ephesians (1:9; 3:3, 4, 9; 5:32; 6:19). Originally the 
word referred to secret doctrines or ceremonies that were 
                                                 

 35 Francis Lyall, “Roman Law in the Writings of Paul: Adoption,” 
JBL 88, no. 4 (1969), 466. 

 
 36 The participle γνωρίσας is a participle of means that shows 

how God gave wisdom. God gave wisdom by making known to 
Christians the mystery of his will. 
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known only to those initiated into a religious cult.37 The 
generalized meaning that developed from this was any secret or 
undisclosed truth or object. Another specialized meaning that 
developed was “a truth once hidden but now revealed.” The 
mystery revealed to the apostles and NT prophets is the equality 
of Jew and Gentile in the body of Christ (Eph 3:3, 4, 9; Col 1:20, 
27; 2:20; Rom 16:25). The salvation of Gentiles in the OT was 
known and predicted, but the union of saved Jews and saved 
Gentiles in the church was not. Brown writes,  
 

In Ephesians the mystery of Christ is essentially the fact that 
through Christ the Gentiles have been given access to the Father of 
all creation (Eph 3:15; cf. 2:18). They are members of the world 
wide church of Jew and Gentile, described figuratively in Eph. 2:20 
as a building whose head or cornerstone is the pivot of all 
creation. This was God’s will before time began (3:9; cf. 1:9) and 
was all part of his great purpose (3:6). It was kept secret from men 
in the past, but now, since the time is fulfilled (1:10), God has 
made known his will to those who proclaim the gospel (3:8), that 
though them his purpose may come to fulfillment (1:9). The gospel 
is spreading throughout the whole world but is meeting with 
much opposition on the way, so at the close of the first section of 
the epistle Paul has every reason for urging his readers to exercise 
patience (3:13) and for recording his own intercession on their 
behalf (3:14ff).38 
 

                                                 
37 The word μυστήριον means “secret, secret right, secret teaching, 

mystery; a religious term applied in the Greek Roman world mostly to 
the mysteries with their secret teachings, religious and political in 
nature, concealed within many strange customs and ceremonies. The 
principal rites remain unknown because of a reluctance to divulge 
them (Hdt 2, 51, 2; Diod. S. 1, 29, 3; 3, 63, 2; Socrat., Ep. 27, 3; Cornutus 
28 p. 56, 22; 57, 4; Alciphron 3, 26, 1; OGI 331, 54; 528, 13; 721, 2)” 
(BDAG, 661–62). 

 
38 Colin Brown, “Secret, Mystery” in The New International 

Dictionary of New Testament Theology, ed. Colin Brown (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1971), 3:504. 
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The reason God revealed the mystery was because of his good 
pleasure (Eph 1:9b). It is God’s good pleasure which he has 
purposed in himself. The Greek relative pronoun ἣν refers to 
God’s “good pleasure” (εὐδοκίαν). God’s desire and decree are 
contingent upon nothing outside of himself. What he wills to do, 
he does and what he does is right and good.  
 

The Meaning of Dispensation 

 
The word “dispensation” (οἰκονομίαν) is a compound word 

based on the words “house” (οἰκος) and “law” (νόμος). The 
word has two basic meanings: (1) the responsibility of 
management, management of a household, direction, office 
(Luke 16:2–4; 1 Cor 9:17; Eph 3:2; Col 1:25) and (2) state of 
being arranged, arrangement, order, plan (Eph 1:10; 3:9).39 

Scofield in the Scofield Reference Bible gives this definition of 
a dispensation: “A dispensation is a period of time during which 
man is tested in respect of obedience to some specific revelation 
of the will of God. Seven such dispensations are distinguished in 
Scripture.”40 Lewis Sperry Chafer gives this definition of a 
dispensation: “A dispensation is a specific, divine economy, a 
commitment from God to man of a responsibility to discharge 
that which God has appointed him.”41 Ryrie states, “A 
dispensation is a distinguishable economy in the outworking of 
God’s purpose.”42 Stallard writes, “A dispensation is associated 
with a definite period of time. However, the idea goes beyond 
the time period to what takes place during the time period from 
a divine perspective. God has eternal purposes which are 

                                                 
39 BDAG, 697. 
 
40 Scofield Reference Bible (New York: Oxford, 1909), 5. 
 
41 Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology, 8 vols. (Dallas: Dallas 

Theological Seminary, 1947), 7:122. 
 
42 Charles Ryrie, Dispensationalism (Chicago: Moody, 1995), 28. 
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worked out or dispensed during each age in the area of 
redemption.”43 Nevin gives a detailed definition of a 
dispensation: 
 

A dispensation is God’s distinctive method of governing mankind 
or a group of men during a period of human history, marked by a 
crucial event, test, failure, and judgment. From the divine 
standpoint, it is a stewardship, a rule of life, or a responsibility for 
managing God’s affairs in His house. From the historical 
standpoint, it is a stage in the progress of revelation.44 

 
The Dispensations and Ages in Ephesians 

 

The Bible describes seven dispensations or “house laws” by 
which God has governed the world during the course of human 
history. The seven dispensations are innocence, conscience, 
human government, promise, law, grace, and kingdom. These 
words are used to describe these time periods in human history 
because they are the key characteristics of the dispensations. 
Paul does not refer to all of the dispensations in Ephesians.  

The first dispensation was the dispensation of innocence. 
This period lasted from creation to the fall of man (Gen 1:1–3:6). 
Paul mentions “the beginning of the ages” as the time when God 
created all things through Jesus Christ (Eph 3:9). The 
dispensation of innocence was the first “age.” The first age came 
to an end when Adam and Eve disobeyed God’s prohibition and 
ate the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen 
3:1-6). Sin entered the world and death as a result of sin. Paul 
wrote, “Therefore, just as through one man sin entered the 
world, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all men, 
because all sinned” (Rom 5:12).  

                                                 
43 Mike Stallard, “The Theological Method of Arno C. Gaebelein” 

(PhD diss., Dallas Theological Seminary, 1992), 200. 
  

44 Paul David Nevin, “Some Major Problems in Dispensational 
Interpretation” (PhD diss. Dallas Theological Seminary, 1963), 97. 
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The second dispensation was the dispensation of 
conscience. The dispensation of conscience started with the fall 
of man and ended with the judgment of the universal flood in 
the time of Noah (Gen 3:7–8:14). During this time sinful man 
lived by the light of his conscience. Genesis 6:5 reveals that the 
conscience of man became corrupted by sin. The thoughts of 
man’s heart were only evil all of the time. This period ended 
with God judging the world with a universal flood. Romans 
5:13–14 makes a distinction between a pre-law age and the age 
of the law: “For until the law sin was in the world, but sin is not 
imputed when there is no law. Nevertheless death reigned from 
Adam to Moses, even over those who had not sinned according 
to the likeness of the transgression of Adam, who is a type of 
Him who was to come.” Paul does not specifically refer to this 
dispensation in Ephesians. Paul does emphasize the depravity of 
man in Ephesians 2:1–3. Unsaved man walks according to the 
course of this world and is controlled by Satan, the prince of the 
power of the air. Unsaved man is dominated by the lusts of the 
flesh. They “walk in the futility of their mind, having their 
understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God, 
because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the 
blindness of their heart; who being past feeling, have given 
themselves over to lewdness, to work all uncleanness with 
greediness” (Eph 4:17–19). What is true of unsaved people 
today is true of all unsaved people from the fall of man. Paul 
states that the conscience bears witness against the Gentiles 
who do not have the law (Rom 2:14–15).  

The dispensations of human government and promise are 
not specifically mentioned in Ephesians. The third dispensation 
was the dispensation of human government. The dispensation 
of human government began with the giving of the Noahic 
covenant and ended with the judgment at Babel (Gen 8:15–
11:9). Human government was established to execute capital 
punishment on those who commit murder and to restrain the 
evil of man (Gen 9:6). Human government became corrupt. The 
people built the Tower of Babel in disobedience to God’s 
command to fill the earth (Gen 9:1). As a result, God judged the 
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people and confused their languages at the tower of Babel (Gen 
11:9).  

The dispensation of promise began with the call and 
promise made to Abram and ended with the giving of the law to 
Israel at Mt. Sinai (Gen 11:10–Exod 18:27). God promised 
Abram a land, seed, and blessing (Gen 12:1–3). The promises of 
the Abrahamic covenant did not end with the giving of the law 
to Israel. They are yet to be fulfilled in the coming millennial 
kingdom. Paul wrote, “Now to Abraham and his Seed were the 
promises made. He does not say, ‘And to seeds,’ as of many, but 
as of one, ‘and to your Seed,’ who is Christ. And this I say, that 
the law, which was four hundred and thirty years later, cannot 
annul the covenant that was confirmed before by God in Christ, 
that it should make the promise of no effect” (Gal 3:16–17). The 
Mosaic law did not do away with the Abrahamic promise and 
covenant. Paul does not specifically describe this time period in 
Ephesians, but he does mention the word promise (ἐπαγγελία) 
in Ephesians 2:12. Gentiles were strangers to the covenants of 
promise. The Abrahamic promise and covenant (Gen 12 and 17) 
were given to initiate this period of time called the dispensation 
of promise. 

The dispensation of law started with the giving of the law to 
Moses and Israel at Mt. Sinai and ended with the crucifixion of 
Christ at the cross, his resurrection, and ascension (Exod 19:1–
Acts 1:26). God gave Israel the Ten Commandments and other 
laws to govern their lives. Israel broke every commandment. 
God sent the prophets to warn the nation of the consequences of 
sin. Both Israel and Judah were taken into captivity because of 
their breaking of the law. In the fullness of time Jesus came into 
the world. He fulfilled the law. He lived a sinless life and died on 
the cross to take the punishment for sin. Paul describes the 
situation of the Gentiles under the dispensation of the Mosaic 
law in Ephesians 2:11–13: “Therefore, remember that you, once 
Gentiles in the flesh—who are called Uncircumcision by what is 
called the Circumcision in the flesh by hands—that at that time 
you were without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth 
of Israel and strangers of the covenants of promise, having no 
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hope and without God in the world.” Paul states that the law of 
commandments was abolished by the death of Jesus on the 
cross: “For He himself is our peace, who has made both one, and 
has broken down the middle wall of separation, having 
abolished in His flesh the enmity, that is, the law of 
commandments contained in ordinances, so as to create in 
Himself one new man from the two, thus making peace, and that 
He might reconcile them both to God in one body through the 
cross, thereby putting to death the enmity” (Eph 2:14–16). 

The dispensation of grace started at Pentecost with the birth 
of the church (Acts 2) and will end with the rapture of the 
church (1 Thess 4:13–18). Paul describes this dispensation in 
Ephesians 3:9 as the “dispensation of the mystery.” Paul says 
that this dispensation “from the beginning of the ages has been 
hidden in God who created all things through Jesus Christ” (Eph 
3:9). One of the purposes for this dispensation is “to the intent 
that now the manifold wisdom of God might be made known by 
the church to the principalities and powers in the heavenly 
places according to the eternal purpose which He accomplished 
in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Eph 3:10–11). The dispensation of 
grace is sometimes described as the church age. Grace (χάρις) 
characterizes this period of time. Paul emphasizes grace in 
Ephesians. God the Father is the source of grace and peace (Eph 
1:2). Christians are to live to the praise of the glory of his grace 
(Eph 1:6). God the Father has forgiven us according to the riches 
of his grace (Eph 1:7). He has made the riches of his grace 
abound to Christians (Eph 1:7–8). He saves sinners by his grace 
and not by works (Eph 2:8–9).45 God gave Paul a stewardship of 

                                                 
45 Salvation has always been by grace through faith in all 

dispensations since the fall of man. The content of faith has always 
been in God and his promise. God promised Adam and Eve that the 
seed of the woman would crush the serpent’s head (Gen 3:15). Adam 
believed the promise and gave his wife the name Eve (Gen 3:20). Noah 
found grace in the eyes of the Lord (Gen 6:8). Abram believed in the 
Lord and his promise and God counted it to him for righteousness 
(Gen 15:6). Paul argues for justification by faith by using two OT 
examples: Abraham and David in Romans 4. Paul wrote, “Therefore it 
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his grace (Eph 3:2). He made Paul a minister by the gift of his 
grace (Eph 3:7). God gave grace to Paul to preach the 
unsearchable riches of Christ (Eph 3:8). During this period of 
time Christ gives us grace gifts (Eph 4:7). Paul concluded 
Ephesians by emphasizing that God gives grace to those who 
love the Lord Jesus Christ in sincerity (Eph 6:24). 

The seven–year tribulation period begins with antichrist’s 
signing of the covenant with Israel (Dan 9:24–27) and concludes 
with the second coming of Christ to the earth (Rev 19:11–21). 
Paul describes this period in 2 Thessalonians 1–2, but not in 
Ephesians. 

The dispensation of the kingdom begins with Christ’s 
establishing his millennial reign on the earth and will conclude 
with the Great White Throne Judgment (Rev 20:1–15). Paul 
refers to this time period as “the dispensation of the fullness of 
times” (Eph 1:10). Paul writes, “That in the dispensation of the 
fullness of the times He might gather together in one all things 
in Christ, both which are in heaven and which are on earth—in 
Him” (Eph 1:10). God the Father will gather all things together 
in one in Christ in the dispensation of the fullness of the times.46 

                                                                                                      
is of faith that it might be according to grace, so that his promise might 
be sure to all the seed, not only to those who are of the law, but also to 
those who are of the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all” (Rom 
4:16). 

 
46 “According to the introduction to Ephesians, God’s grace works 

for the redemption of creation (1:9–10) no less than for the church 
(1:11–14). To be ‘in Christ’ is to be a member of the body of One who is 
at work in all creation to bring all things to their redemptive 
fulfillment. As in Col 1:17 the ‘beloved Son’ (1:13) is the one in whom 
‘all things hold together’ so in Eph 1:10 ‘Christ’ is the one in whom God 
sums up all things again. To live in Christ is to participate in 
redemptive ‘filling’ of all creatures with their true being and real 
meaning. If God ‘has made known to us’ the μυστήριον of this summing 
up of all things in Christ, the implication is he has done so in order that 
Christians may participate with him in this cosmic mission, and as 
much is stated in Eph 3:8–10. The unsearchable riches of Christ 
embrace the relation between God’s redemptive purpose and the 
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The phrase “fullness of times” (τοῦ πληρώματος τῶν καιρῶν) 
shows that this dispensation will bring to fulfillment God’s plan 
for the ages.47 The word “fullness” (πληρώματος) carries the 
idea of completeness or having reached a goal.48 The means by 
which the end time administration is accomplished is by 
establishing the Messiah as the Sovereign of the universe. The 
words “gather together in one” (ἀνακεφαλαιώσασθαι)49 were 

                                                                                                      
cosmos. The οἰκονομία which God set forth in Christ for the fullness of 
the times is not only the orderly plan by which God has been working 
in the past, but also the enactment of that plan in the present and the 
future, as God asserts through Christ the divine lordship over all 
times” (John Gibbs, “Pauline Cosmic Christology and Ecological Crisis,” 
JBL 90, no. 4 [1971]: 474–75). 

 
47 Ryrie writes, “Concerning the goal of history, dispensationalists 

find it in the establishment of the millennial kingdom on earth, 
whereas the covenant theologian regards it as the eternal state. This 
does not mean that normative dispensationalists minimize the glory of 
the eternal state, but they insist that the display of the glory of God 
who is sovereign in human history must be seen in the present 
heavens and earth. This view of the realization of the goal of history 
within time is both optimistic and in accord with the requirements of 
the definition” (Ryie, Dispensationalism, 17–18). 

 
48 Paul uses the same Greek word πληρώματος in Galatians 4:4 

when he writes, “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent 
forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the law.” Hoehner writes, 
“It seems that in Galatians the fullness of time speaks of a particular 
point of time in history when God brought forth his Son. In Ephesians 
the plural appears to point to the fullness or totality of the times or 
epochs of history. The only other time the plural of καιρός is used with 
a derivative of πληρόω is in Luke 21:24, and there it speaks of Gentile 
domination over Jerusalem (“until the times of the Gentiles are 
fulfilled”) at which time the Messiah will come to rule on earth. Hence, 
the ‘times’ are completed when Messiah rules” (Hoehner, Ephesians: 

An Exegetical Commentary, 219). 
 

49 The Greek word ἀνακεφαλαιώσασθαι means “to sum up; to 
bring everything together” (BDAG, 65). The Greek math practice was 
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used of gathering things together and presenting them as a 
whole. Eadie writes, 
 

The idea seems then to be that heaven and earth are now united 
under one government. Christ as Creator was rightfully the 
Governor of all things, and till the introduction of sin, that 
government was one and undivided. But rebellion produced 
disorder, the unity of the kingdom was broken. Earth was morally 
severed from heaven… but Jesus has effected a blessed change, for 
an amnesty has been proclaimed to earth…Not only has harmony 
been restored to the universe, and the rupture occasioned by sin 
repaired, but beings still in rebellion are placed under Christ’s 
control …. Jesus is universal Regent.50 

 
God the Father will reign in a future kingdom with Christ 

(Eph 5:5). Paul writes, “For this you know, that no fornicator, 
unclean person, nor covetous man, who is an idolator, has any 
inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God.” Paul refers to the 
kingdom (βασιλείᾳ)in several of his epistles (Gal 5:21; 1 Thess 
2:12; 2 Thess 1:5; 1 Cor 4:20; 6:9, 10; 15:24, 50; Rom 14:17; Eph 
5:5; Col 1:13; 4:11; 2 Tim 4:1, 18).  

Paul states that Christ’s name is “far above all principality 
and power and might and dominion and every name that is 
named, not only in this age, but also in that which is to come” 
(Eph 1:21). Paul distinguishes between “this age” (ἐν τῷ αἰῶνι 
τούτῳ) and the age “which is to come” (ἐν τῷ μέλλοντι). The age 
which is to come is a reference to the coming millennial 
kingdom of Christ or possibly the future Messianic kingdom 
which includes the millennial kingdom and the eternal state. 
God the Father will show in the ages to come the exceeding 
riches of his grace in his kindness to Christians (Eph 2:7). The 

                                                                                                      
to add up numbers and put the sum at the top. So the word was used in 
Greek rhetoric of summing up an argument at the end of a speech 
(Francis Foulkes, The Epistle of St. Paul to the Ephesians: An 

Introduction and Commentary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963], 52). 
 

50 John Eadie, A Commentary on the Greek Text of the Epistle of Paul 

to the Ephesians (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1883), 56. 
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prepositional phrase “in the ages to come” (ἐν τοῖς αἰῶσιν τοῖς 
ἐπερχομένοις) shows that there are future time periods (the 
millennial kingdom and the future eternal state) where God the 
Father will show51 the exceeding riches of His grace toward 
Christians. God the Father will give wrath to the sons of 
disobedience (Eph 5:6). 
 

THE POWER OF GOD THE FATHER 
 

One of the major theological themes of Ephesians is the 
power of God. Paul emphasizes that the same power that God 
the Father worked in Jesus Christ (Eph 1:19–23) is the same 
power that God the Father has worked in regenerating 
spiritually dead sinners (Eph 2:1–10). The power of God is 
superior to the power of Satan and his demons. Paul’s emphasis 
on the power of God must have encouraged the Ephesians who 
struggled with fear of demonic powers and were enamored with 
magic. 
 

God the Father Worked His Power in Christ 

 (Ephesians 1:19–23) 

 

Paul wanted the Ephesian Christians to know by experience 
the greatness of God’s power which worked in Jesus (Eph 1:19–
23). Paul prayed that they would know “what is the exceeding 
greatness of His power toward us who believe, according to the 
working of His mighty power” (1:19; καὶ τί τὸ ὑπερβάλλον 
μέγεθος τῆς δυνάμεως αὐτοῦ εἰς ἡμᾶς τοὺς πιστεύοντας κατὰ 
τὴν ἐνέργειαν τοῦ κράτους τῆς ἰσχύος αὐτοῦ). Four Greek 
words for power are used in Ephesians 1:19. First, the Greek 
word “power” (δυνάμεως) refers to inherent power.52 It is the 

                                                 
51 The Greek word for “show” is ἐνδείξηται and it means “to direct 

attention to or cause something to be known; to show; to 
demonstrate” (BDAG, 331).  

 
52 The Greek word δύναμις is defined as “potential for functioning 

in some way, power, might, strength, force, capability” (BDAG, 262). In 
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ability to accomplish what has been started. The second word 
for power is the word “working” (ἐνέργειαν) and it refers to 
operative power.53 The third word for power is “power” 
(κράτους) and it refers to authoritative power, sovereignty or 
rule.54 This word is used in Ephesians 1:19, “according to the 

                                                                                                      
the gospels the word “power” is used to describe the miracles of Christ 
(Matt 11:2; Mark 5:30; Luke 19:37). The word δύναμις is used several 
times by Paul in Ephesians (1:19, 21; 3:7, 16, 20). God’s power works 
in those who believe (Eph 1:19). The word δύναμις is translated as 
“might” and is used to refer to angelic beings or human governmental 
authorities in Ephesians 1:21 as Jesus is seated “far above all 
principality and power and might and dominion.” Paul “became a 
minister according to the gift of the grace of God given to me by the 
effective working of His power” (Eph 3:7). Paul prayed that the 
Ephesian Christians would be “strengthened with might through His 
Spirit in the inner man” (Eph 3:16). Paul also praised God “who is able 
to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, according 
to the power that works in us” (Eph 3:20). 

 
53 The Greek word ἐνέργεια is defined as “the state or quality of 

being active, working, operation, action” (BDAG, 335). The word 
carries the idea of “supernatural force” in all eight occurrences in the 
New Testament (Eph 1:19; 3:7; 4:16; Phil 3:21; Col 1:29; 2:12; 2 Thess 
2:9, 11), Kenneth W. Clark, “The Meaning of ἘΝΕΡΓΕΩ and ΚΑΤΑΡΓΕΩ 
in the New Testament,” JBL 54, no. 2 (1935: 96). The working of God is 
seen in the NT as God gives grace to the apostle Paul (Eph 3:7), enables 
Paul to strive for him (Col 1:29), raises Christ from the dead (Eph 
1:19–20), makes Peter an apostle to the Jews (Gal 2:8), and gives 
Christians the desire to do his will (Phil 2:13). God works all according 
to his will (Eph 1:11). 

 
54 The Greek word κράτος is defined as “ability to exhibit or 

express resident strength; might” (BDAG, 565). The word is used in 
Ephesians 6:10 where Paul gives the command, “Finally, my brethren, 
be strong in the Lord and in the power of His might.” The word is also 
used by Paul in his prayer for the Colossian Christians to be 
“strengthened with all might, according to His glorious power, for all 
patience and longsuffering with joy” (Col 1:11). Paul praises God for 
his might when he writes about the King of kings and Lord of lords 
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working of his mighty power.” The fourth word for power is 
translated “mighty” at the end of Ephesians 1:19. It is the Greek 
word ἰσχύος which refers to inherent strength or might.55 
 

God the Father Raised Jesus from the Dead 

 (Ephesians 1:19–20) 

 

God’s power was demonstrated in the life of Christ in four 
major ways. First, God the Father demonstrated his power when 
he raised Jesus Christ from the dead (Eph 1:19–20).56 The 
resurrection of Jesus demonstrated God’s power over death and 
Satan, the one who had the power of death (Heb 2:14). God the 
Father worked his power in Christ (ἣν ἐνήργησεν ἐν τῷ Χριστῷ) 
when he raised him from the dead (ἐγείρας αὐτὸν ἐκ νεκρῶν). 
The verb ἐγείρω is used by Paul to refer to God’s raising Jesus 
                                                                                                      
“who alone has immortality, dwelling in unapproachable light, whom 
no man has seen or can see, to whom be honor and everlasting power. 
Amen” (1 Tim 6:16). 

 
55 The Greek word ἰσχύς is defined as “the capability to function 

effectively; strength, power, might” (BDAG, 484). This word is also 
used in Ephesians 6:10 where Paul gives the command, “Finally, my 
brethren, be strong in the Lord and in the power of His might.” Paul 
used this word to describe the second coming of Christ to the earth as 
he wrote that unbelievers “shall be punished with everlasting 
destruction from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His 
power” (2 Thess 1:9). The related verb ἰσχύω is used by Paul in 
Philippians 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens 
me,” (emphasis added). The verb ἰσχύω is defined as “to have requisite 
personal resources to accomplish something; to have power, be 
competent, be able” (BDAG, 484).  

 
56 See my two articles for biblical and extra-biblical proof of the 

historicity of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ (Gary Gromacki, 
“The Historicity of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ,” JMAT 6, no. 1 
[Spring 2002]: 63–87; and Gary Gromacki, “The Historicity of the 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ—Part II,” JMAT 6, no. 2 [Fall 2002]: 40–
59). 
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from the dead (Rom 4:24; 8:11; 10:9; Gal 1:1; Col 2:12; 1 Thess 
1:10). The word is also used of Christ’s being raised from the 
dead (Rom 6:4, 9; 7:4; 1 Cor 15:12, 20; 2 Tim 2:8).  
 

God the Father Seated Jesus at His Right Hand 

 (Ephesians 1:20–21) 

 

Second, God the Father demonstrated his power when he 
seated Christ at his right hand (Eph 1:20–21). God the Father 
raised Jesus up and enabled him to ascend to heaven. The 
ascension of Jesus to heaven was a bodily ascension. Acts 1:9 
says, “Now when he had spoken these things, while they 
watched, He was taken up, and a cloud received him out of their 
sight.” Jesus ascended far above all the heavens (Eph 4:10). 
Jesus is now seated57 at the right hand of God.58 Jesus Christ has 

                                                 
57 The Greek participle καθίσας is defined as “to cause to sit down, 

seat, set” (BDAG, 491). God the Father had Jesus sit down at his right 
hand. Luke uses the same word quoting Peter as saying, “Therefore, 
being a prophet, and knowing that God had sworn with an oath to him 
that of the fruit of his body, according to the flesh, he would raise up 
the Christ to sit on his throne” (Acts 2:30). Peter comments on David’s 
promise in Psalm 16:8–11 quoted by Luke in Acts 2:25–28. David 
predicted that one of his physical descendants (the Messiah) would be 
raised up to sit on the throne of David. Peter did not indicate that Jesus 
is reigning on David’s throne today. His focus was on the resurrection 
of Jesus as Acts 2:31–32 indicates: “he, foreseeing this, spoke 
concerning the resurrection of the Christ, that His soul was not left in 
Hades, nor did His flesh see corruption. This Jesus God has raised up, 
of which we are all witnesses.” Bock believes that Jesus is currently 
reigning from David’s throne in heaven. He writes, “Being seated on 
David’s throne is linked to being seated at God’s right hand. . . .The 
throne on which Jesus is said to sit is the one promised to David’s 
descendant through the Davidic promise of 2 Samuel, which was 
initially passed on through Solomon. Jesus sits here as David’s 
promised Son on David’s promised throne. This fits Old Testament 
imagery as well. The idea of sitting describes the idea of rule, as the 
parallelism of Jeremiah 22:30 shows. As the Davidic heir, Jesus sits in 
and rules from heaven” (Darrell Bock, “The Reign of the Lord Christ” in 
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a place of power and authority in heaven. He currently sits on 
the Father’s throne. Jesus sat down after his 
resurrection/ascension in glory. Paul ties the resurrection and 
the seating of Christ together. Penner writes,  
 

Paul uses the verb καθίζω to refer to the seating of Christ at God’s 
right hand (1:20). This is the only Pauline use of this word for the 
enthronement of Christ (Col. 3:1, which parallels the idea of Eph. 
1:20 uses a synonym κάθημαι). In fact, Paul rarely uses either 
term in his letters. The usage in 1 Cor. 6:4 offers some parallels to 
Eph.1:20 since it deals with the installation of someone to an 
important task. Since Eph.1:20 alludes to Ps.110:1 it is clear that 
the meaning of καθίζω (κάθημαι) arises out of the OT and must be 

                                                                                                      
Dispensationalism, Israel and the Church, ed. Craig A. Blaising and 
Darrell L. Bock [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992], 49–50). The major 
problem with Bock’s view is that Jesus distinguished between the 
Father’s throne and Jesus’ throne. Jesus said, “To him who overcomes I 
will grant to sit with Me on My throne, as I also overcame and sat 
down with my Father on His throne” (Rev 3:21). The throne of the 
Father in heaven is a separate throne from the Davidic throne on 
earth. The descendants of David ruled over the nation of Israel from a 
literal Davidic throne which was located in Jerusalem. Jesus is not 
reigning over Israel today from the Davidic throne. Jesus said that he 
would not sit on a throne ruling over Israel until he returns to earth as 
King over Israel and the world. Jesus predicted to his disciples that “in 
the regeneration, when the Son of Man sits on the throne of his glory” 
that the disciples would also sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve 
tribes of Israel (Matt 19:28). Since that event is still future, Jesus could 
not be sitting on David’s throne now. Jesus predicted in the Olivet 
Discourse that “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the 
holy angels with Him, then He will sit on the throne of His glory” (Matt 
25:31). The second coming of Jesus to earth precedes his sitting on 
“the throne of His glory” (a reference to the Davidic throne on the 
earth). 
 

58 The right hand of God is an anthropomorphism in which a 
human body part (the hand) is ascribed to God. It symbolizes a 
person’s power and authority. When Jesus finished his work of 
salvation on the cross, he sat down at the right hand of God the Father 
in heaven (Heb 1:3, 13; 13:20). 
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understood in that context. In the OT, sitting on a throne is a mark 
of high honor and authority (1 Sam. 2:8; 2 Sam. 7:16; 1 Kgs 22:19; 
Ps. 2:4). The highest honor is to sit at the king’s right hand (1 Kgs 
2:19; Ps.110:1). Furthermore, sitting on the throne is the 
particular prerogative of the ruler (Ex.11:5; 12:29; 1 Kings 1:17ff; 
3:6; 8:25). He alone has the right to this honor and authority. Also, 
when the king seats himself on the throne he is assuming the reins 
of power (1 Kings 1:35, 46).59 
 

There is an allusion in Ephesians 1:20 to Psalm 110:1.60 Psalm 
110:1 says, “The LORD said to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand, till 
I make your enemies Your footstool.” Jesus challenged the 
Pharisees with a question regarding the identity of the Messiah. 
He asked, “What do you think about the Christ? Whose Son is 
He?” They said to him, “The Son of David.” Jesus then asked 
them, “How then does David in the Spirit call him ‘Lord,’ saying: 
‘The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand, till I make your 
enemies your footstool”?” Jesus then asked, “If David then calls 
Him ‘Lord,’ how is He his Son?” The Pharisees believed that the 
Messiah would be a descendant of David. Jesus did not refute 
them. But he quoted Psalm 110:1 to show that the Messiah was 
also to be David’s Lord. The Messiah would also have to be 

                                                 
59 Erwin Penner, “The Enthronement Motif in Ephesians” (PhD 

diss., Fuller Theological Seminary, 1983) 22. 
 

60 Psalm 110:1 is the most frequently cited OT verse in the New 
Testament (Matt 22:44; Mark 12:36; Luke 20:42; Acts 2:34; 1 Cor 
15:25; and Heb 1:3). Moritz writes, “Whether the combination of Pss 
110:1 and 8.7 is as widely attested as is often thought will have to be 
examined. But before that it will be helpful to note some specific 
features of the use of these texts in Ephesians to assess its degree of 
independence. First, the sitting motif is related to a heavenly scene. 
Second, the subjection motif is connected with the headship of Christ 
over all things and for the church. Third, the ‘enemies’ (cf Ps 110:1) are 
clearly interpreted as evil powers and principalities (Eph 2.2). Fourth, 
as in 1 Cor 15:25, Ephesians displays an interest in the time span 
envisaged in the Psalm” (Thorsten Moritz, A Profound Mystery: The Use 

of the Old Testament in Ephesians [New York: Brill, 1996], 10).  
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divine in order to be David’s Lord (Matt 22:41–46; Luke 20:41–
44). 

The place of seating is at “his right hand” (ἐν δεξιᾷ αὐτοῦ). 
Paul writes, “Who is he who condemns? It is Christ who died, 
and furthermore is also risen, who is even at the right hand of 
God, who also makes intercession for us” (Rom 8:34). Romans 
8:34 shows that the present position of Christ at the right hand 
of God follows his death and resurrection. This verse also 
indicates what the risen, glorified Christ is doing in heaven. He is 
interceding in prayer for Christians. Paul also wrote, “If then you 
were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above, 
where Christ is, sitting on the right hand of God” (Col 3:1).  

 
God the Father Placed All Things Under Christ’s Authority 

(Ephesians 1:22) 

 

Third, God the Father demonstrated his power when he 
placed all things under Christ’s feet (Eph 1:22). God created man 
to be a ruler (Gen 1:26–28; Ps 8:5–6). Man forfeited his right to 
rule by his disobedience. Lost people are slaves of Satan instead 
of kings. They are controlled by the prince of the power of the 
air, Satan (Eph 2:2). Jesus became a man to solve this dilemma. 
In the wilderness Satan tempted Jesus when he offered Jesus the 
crown without the cross (Matt 4:8–10). Jesus refused to bow to 
Satan in order to obtain the right to rule the kingdoms of this 
world. Jesus submitted his will to the Father’s will and went to 
the cross. Jesus defeated Satan at the cross and arose from the 
dead (Col 2:15; Heb 2:14). Jesus has ascended and is now seated 
at the right hand of God the Father (Eph 1:20; Ps 110:1). All 
authority has been given to him in heaven and on earth (Matt 
28:18). He has been crowned with glory and honor and all 
things are under His feet (Heb 2:5–9). God has submitted all 
things to Christ, but people today do not see all things in 
subjection to him (Heb 2:5–9). This is the already, but not yet 
concept in New Testament theology. There are still wars, crime, 
and rebellion against the King. All things will come under Christ 
at his second coming. In the dispensation of the fullness of times 
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(the millennial kingdom), all things will be brought under Christ 
(Eph 1:10). First Corinthians 15:20–28 states the reason for the 
millennial kingdom. Christ must reign until he puts all enemies 
under his feet (1 Cor 15:25). After all powers are under him, 
Christ will destroy man’s final enemy of death (1 Cor 15:26) and 
then submit himself to the Father so that God may be all in all (1 
Cor 15:28). 
 

God the Father Made Christ the Head of all Things 

 and Gave Him to the Church 

 (Ephesians 1:22–23) 

 

Fourth, God the Father demonstrated his power when he 
made Christ the head of all things (Sovereign Lord of the 
universe) and gave him to the church (Eph 1:22–23). Jesus is the 
Head of the universe. Jesus is the King of kings and Lord of lords. 
There is no one in heaven greater than Jesus. He rules the 
cosmos. God the Father has given to the church the Sovereign 
Lord of the universe to be its Head. The term “Head” refers to 
his sovereign rulership over the universe.61 God’s purpose is to 
bring all things under the lordship of Christ (Eph 1:10). Barth 
writes, “Head implies all functions of rulership, the role of a 
savior, a representative, a source and guarantee of unity.”62  

 
 

 

 

 

                                                 
61 Grudem has done extensive research on the meaning of “head” 

and has shown conclusively that “head” refers to a position of 
authority (Wayne Grudem, “The Meaning of Kephale (‘Head’): A 
Response to Recent Studies,” in Recovering Biblical Manhood and 

Womanhood, eds. John Piper and Wayne Grudem [Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 1991], 425–68). 

 
62 Markus Barth, Ephesians: Introduction, Translation and 

Commentary on Chapters 1–3 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1974), 184. 
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God the Father Worked His Power in Believers 

 (Ephesians 2:1–7) 

 

The same power that worked in Christ worked in the lives of 
spiritually dead people to make them alive in Christ. Before 
salvation, all people are spiritually dead in trespasses and sins. 
Lost sinners are controlled by the world, the devil, and the flesh 
and deserve the wrath of God (Eph 2:1–3). 

Paul emphasized that God was the one who was responsible 
for giving sinners new life. The words “but God” (ὁ δὲ θεὸς) in 
Ephesians 2:4 emphasize how God intervened in the dire 
spiritual condition of man. What motivated God to action? His 
divine attributes of mercy and love motivated him to regenerate 
lost sinners (Eph 2:4). God is “rich in mercy” (πλούσιος ὢν ἐν 
ἐλέει). Mercy means that God does not give believers what they 
deserve (hell). Instead of judging and condemning unbelievers 
to hell for their sin and rebellion, God shows mercy and forgives 
believing sinners of their sins because they have trusted in Jesus 
as Savior. Love was also the motive for God’s work of salvation. 
Paul said that it was“because of His great love with which He 
loved us” (διὰ τὴν πολλὴν ἀγάπην αὐτοῦ ἣν ἠγάπησεν ἡμᾶς). 
God demonstrated his love by Christ dying on the cross for the 
sins of the world (Rom 5:8).  

Paul states that God did three things for believers when they 
were dead in trespasses: (1) He made them alive together with 
Christ (Eph 2:5); (2) He raised them together with Christ (Eph 
2:6); and (3) He made them sit together in the heavenly places 
in Christ Jesus (Eph 2:6). There is a parallel between what God 
did for Christ and what God did for believing sinners. God the 
Father raised Jesus from the dead and seated Christ at his right 
hand (Eph 1:20). God the Father raised believers together with 
Christ and made them sit together with Christ in the heavenly 
places in Christ Jesus (Eph 2:5–6). 
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God the Father Made Us Alive Together with Christ 

 
God the Father “made us alive together with Christ” 

(συνεζωοποίησεν τῷ Χριστῷ). Paul uses συνεζωοποίησεν in 
Colossians 2:13 when he writes, “And you, being dead in your 
trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He has made 
alive together with Him, having forgiven you all trespasses.” 
Paul uses ζωοποιέω when he refers to God who gives physical 
life to all things (1 Tim 6:13) and who gives resurrection life to 
the physically dead (Rom 4:17; 1 Cor 15:22, 45). He also uses 
the word to refer to giving the spiritual life of regeneration to 
the spiritually dead (Rom 8:11; Gal 3:21). This is how the word 
is used in Ephesians 2:6. Penner writes, 
 

We submit, therefore, that in Eph. 2:5 Paul uses συνεζωοποίησεν 
to mean spiritual renewal through Christ; the placing of the 
eschatological life of Christ into this mortal body. Consequently, 
συνεζωοποίησεν does not appear to be an exact synonym of 
συνεγείρω though a close correlation between the two terms 
remains.63 

 
Regeneration involves the act of God in which he gives new life 
to the sinner. Ryrie writes, 

 
In the Reformed statement of the ordo salutis, regeneration 
precedes faith for it is argued that a sinner must be given new life 
in order to be able to believe. While this is admittedly stated only 
as a logical order, it is not wise to insist even on that; for it may as 
well be argued that if a sinner has the new life through 
regeneration, why does he need to believe? Of course, there can be 
no chronological order; both regeneration and faith have to occur 
at the same moment. To be sure, faith is also part of the total 
package of salvation which is the gift of God (Eph.2:9); yet faith is 
commanded in order to be saved (Acts 16:31). Both are true.64 

 

                                                 
63 Penner, “Enthronement Motif in Ephesians,” 12. 

 
64 Ryrie, Basic Theology, 326. 
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God the Father Raised Us Up Together with Christ 

 

God the Father “raised us up together” (συνήγειρεν). 
Believers experience a spiritual resurrection with Christ at the 
moment of salvation. The word for “raised together with” 
(συνήγειρεν) has the same Greek word ἐγείρω that Paul used in 
Ephesians 1:20 of the bodily resurrection of Christ along with a 
συν prefix. But Paul is not referring in Ephesians 2:6 to a bodily 
resurrection of Christians. Paul is using “raised” in a 
metaphorical sense of a spiritual resurrection. At the moment of 
trust in Christ a believer is given new life and resurrection 
power. This is the new spiritual position of each Christian. 
Ephesians 1:20 says that God demonstrated His power in raising 
Christ from the dead. In Ephesians 2:6 Paul emphasizes that God 
demonstrated his power in raising us up with Christ. The words 
“with Christ” emphasize the believer’s association with Jesus.  

 
God the Father Made Us Sit Together in 

the Heavenly Places in Christ Jesus 

 

God the Father “made us sit together in the heavenly places 
in Christ Jesus” (συνεκάθισεν ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις ἐν Χριστῷ 
Ἰησοῦ). The spiritual position of believers is in heaven and not 
on earth. Christians are physically on earth, but God sees them 
positionally in heaven associated with Christ. In Ephesians 1:20 
Paul said that God demonstrated his power by seating Christ at 
his right hand. In Ephesians 2:6 Paul emphasizes that God has 
demonstrated his power in seating believers with Christ in the 
heavenly places in Christ. Paul wanted Christians to know their 
spiritual position of power and victory in Christ. Penner writes, 

 
It is therefore quite legitimate to speak of the believers’ 
resurrection and session in the heavenlies in Christ because where 
Christ is as their representative, there they are as the represented. 
In this sense believers are raised up “in Christ” though they still 
await the resurrection in which the realities of faith become the 
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realities of full experience. They live in the tension between the 
“already” and the “not yet” (Phil 3:20, 21).65 

 
God the Father saved believers so “that in the ages to come 

He might show the exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness 
toward us in Christ Jesus” (2:7; ἵνα ἐνδείξηται ἐν τοῖς αἰῶσιν 
τοῖς ἐπερχομένοις τὸ ὑπερβάλλον πλοῦτος τῆς χάριτος αὐτοῦ ἐν 
χρηστότητι ἐφ’ ἡμᾶς ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ). The word “riches” 
(πλοῦτος) is a key word in Ephesians. Paul emphasizes the 
wealth of God’s grace. God will show Christians riches of his 
grace in the future ages to come: the millennial kingdom and the 
eternal state. In Ephesians 1:7 Paul writes that Christians have 
redemption and forgiveness of sins “according to the riches of 
his grace” (κατὰ τὸ πλοῦτος τῆς χάριτος αὐτοῦ). In Ephesians 
1:18 Paul prays that the Ephesian Chrsitians would know “what 
are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints” (ὁ 
πλοῦτος τῆς δόξης τῆς κληρονομίας αὐτοῦ ἐν τοῖς ἁγίοις). Paul 
writes in Ephesians 3:8 that grace was given to him so that he 
could preach among the Gentiles “the unsearchable riches of 
Christ” (τὸ ἀνεξιχνίαστον πλοῦτος τοῦ Χριστοῦ). The Greek 
word “unsearchable” (ἀνεξιχνίαστον) means “not to be tracked 
out; inscrutable; incomprehensible; fathomless.”66 In Ephesians 
3:16 Paul prays that God would give them spiritual strength 
“according to the riches of His glory” (κατὰ τὸ πλοῦτος τῆς 
δόξης αὐτοῦ). God is rich in grace and glory. His grace is shared 
with his saints, but the glory is due to God alone. 

 
 

 

 

                                                 
65 Penner, “Enthronement Motif in Ephesians,” 15–16. 
 
66 BDAG, 77. Paul uses the same word in Romans 11:33 when he 

writes, “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge 
of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and His ways past finding 
out!” 
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God the Father Saved Us By His Grace 

 (Ephesians 2:8–10) 

 

In Ephesians 2:8–10, Paul emphasizes that the work of 
salvation by God the Father is a work of his grace. Paul repeats 
the fact that “by grace you have been saved” (χάριτί ἐστε 
σεσῳσμένοι) in Ephesians 2:5 and 2:8. Salvation is by grace 
alone through faith alone in Christ alone. Grace is the basis of 
salvation. Ephesians 2:8 says “we are saved by grace” (τῇ γὰρ 
χάριτί67 ἐστε σεσῳσμένοι). The Greek word σεσῳσμένοι is a 
perfect passive participle which means that there was a point in 
time in which sinners were saved by grace and that condition of 
salvation continues to the present. The passive voice 
emphasizes that God is the one who acted to save sinners. The 
word “grace” (χάρις) means undeserved or unmerited favor. 
Salvation is not something humans achieve. It is a gift people 
receive through faith (διὰ πίστεως). The means of receiving 
salvation is through faith. Faith is the channel and not the cause 
of salvation. Salvation is not sourced in people (οὐκ ἐξ ὑμῶν). 
Salvation is a gift of God (θεοῦ τὸ δῶρον). The word “God” is 
emphasized as it is placed before the word “gift” and it is the 
genitive of source indicating that the gift of salvation comes 
from God alone. Salvation is not sourced in works (οὐκ ἐξ 
ἔργων). It is not achieved by doing good works lest anyone 
should boast (Eph 2:9). 

Is salvation or faith the gift of God? Wallace gives some 
problems with viewing faith as the gift of God in Ephesians 2:8: 
 

This is the most debated text in terms of the antecedent of the 
demonstrative pronoun, τοῦτο. The standard interpretations 
include: (1) “grace” as antecedent, (2) “faith” as antecedent, (3) 
the concept of a grace–by–faith salvation as antecedent, and (4) 
καὶ τοῦτο having an adverbial force with no antecedent (“and 
especially”). The first and second options suffer from the fact that 
τοῦτο is neuter while χάριτί and πίστεως are feminine. Some have 

                                                 
67 The Greek word χάριτί is an instrumental dative giving the 

means by which a person is saved (by grace).  
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argued that the gender shift causes no problem because (a) there 
are other examples in Greek literature in which a neuter 
demonstrative refers back to a noun of a different gender, and (b) 
the τοῦτο has been attracted to the gender of δῶρον, the predicate 
nominative. These two arguments need to be examined together. 

 
While it is true that on rare occasions there is a gender shift 
between antecedent and pronoun, the pronoun is almost always 
caught between two nouns of different gender. One is the 
antecedent; the other is the predicate nom. In Acts 8:10, for 
example (Οὗτός ἐστιν ἡ δύναμις τοῦ θεοῦ), the pronoun is 
masculine because its antecedent is masculine, even though the 
predicate nominative is feminine. In Matt 13:38 inverse attraction 
takes place (the pronominal subject is attracted to the gender of 
the predicate nom.): τὸ δὲ καλὸν σπέρμα, οὗτοι εἰσιν οἱ υἱοι τῆς 
βασιλείας (‘the good seed, these are the sons of the kingdom’). The 
construction in Eph 2:8, however, is not parallel because δῶρον is 
not the predicate nominative of τοῦτο, but of the implied “it” in the 
following clause. On a grammatical level, then, it is doubtful that 
either “faith” or “grace” is the antecedent of τοῦτο.  

 
More plausible is the third view, viz., that τοῦτο refers to the 
concept of a grace–by–faith salvation. As we have seen, τοῦτο 
regularly takes a conceptual antecedent. Whether faith is seen as a 
gift here or anywhere else in the NT is not addressed by this. 

 
A fourth view is that καὶ τοῦτο is adverbial, though this view has 
surprisingly made little impact on the exegetical literature. If 
adverbial, καὶ τοῦτο is intensive, meaning ‘and at that, and 
especially,’ without having any antecedent. It focuses on the verb 
rather than on any noun. In 3 John 5 we see this usage: πιστον 
ποιεις ὅ ἐαν ἐργάση εἰς τους ἀδελφους καὶ τοῦτο διὸ ξένους (‘you 
do a faithful [deed] whenever you render service for the brothers, 
and especially [when you do it] for strangers’). If this is the force 
in Ephesians 2:8, the text means ‘for by grace you are saved 
through faith, and [you are saved] especially not by your own 
doing; it is the gift of God.68 

 

                                                 
68 Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 334–35. 
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The Greek word τοῦτο refers to the concept of salvation by 
grace through faith. Salvation is the gift of God (θεοῦ τὸ δῶρον), 
which is not achieved by doing good works, but is received 
through faith in Christ. 

The Christian is God’s “workmanship” (2:10; ποίημα). The 
word “His” (αὐτοῦ) is a possessive genitive and it is placed first 
in the sentence for emphasis. The Greek word ποίημα refers to 
something “that is made, a work, creation.”69 The word was used 
in the Septuagint (LXX) for the work of man (Judg 13:12) and 
the work of God (Ps 143:5; Eccl 7:13; 11:5). The word ποίημα is 
used by Paul in Romans 1:20 to refer to humans who are made 
by God and who can understand that he is the Creator: “For 
since the creation of the world, His invisible attributes are 
clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even 
His eternal power and Godhead, so that they are without 
excuse.” Here in Ephesians 2:10 it refers to the fact that the 
church is God’s special work of art. Christians have been 
regenerated and saved by his grace. Arno C. Gaebelein writes, 

The word “workmanship” arrests our attention. It is the Greek 
“Poiema,” from which our word “Poem” is derived. It is a beautiful 
thought in itself to think of those who are saved by Grace, and 
united to Christ as “the poem of God.” But the word “Poiema” may 
also be rendered “Masterpiece.” Only once more is the same word 
found in the original language of the New Testament Scriptures. In 
Romans 1:20 it is used in connection with physical creation. God 
has produced two great masterworks in which He manifests His 
power. He called the universe into existence out of nothing. What 
He, as the omnipotent One can do, is seen in the creation of the 
heavens and the earth and in the sustenance of His creation. His 
eternal power and Godhead are revealed in creation (Rom 1:19–
20). But the creation of the universe out of nothing is not the 
greatest masterpiece of God. God has done something greater. He 

                                                 
69 BDAG, 842. 
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has produced a work, which reveals Him in a far higher degree. 
That greater masterpiece is the redemption of sinners.70  

 
Christians been created by Christ Jesus to do good works 
(κτισθέντες ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ ἐπὶ ἔργοις ἀγαθοῖς). God has 
prepared good works for Christians to do. God has prepared 
these good works for Christians to walk in them. These good 
works are explained in Ephesians 4–5 as Paul examines the 
walk of the Christian. 
 

CONCLUSION 

Ephesians 1–2 emphasizes the sovereign plan and power of 
God in salvation. Salvation is for the glory of God’s grace. God’s 
master plan of salvation for lost sinners is revealed. God the 
Father planned his work and worked his plan. He planned his 
work of salvation when he elected and predestined some to be 
his adopted sons. God the Father worked his power in Christ by 
raising him from the dead, seating him at his right hand, putting 
all things under his feet, and giving him to be head over all 
things to the church. God the Father then worked his power of 
salvation by regenerating spiritually dead sinners. He made 
them alive together with Christ, raised them up together with 
Christ, and seated them together with Christ in the heavenlies. 
His purpose was to demonstrate the exceeding riches of his 
grace in his kindness to believers in Christ Jesus. Salvation is by 
grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. Because of God’s 
grace, believers can live for his glory. To God alone be the glory. 

                                                 
70 Arno C. Gaebelein, God’s Masterpiece: An Analytical Exposition of 

Ephesians I–III (New York: Publication Office “Our Hope,” 1913), 4–5. 
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Which Way Did They Go? 

Exploring Alternate Routes of the Exodus1 
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Clarks Summit, Pennsylvania 

 
When I was in high school I had very poor experiences with 

history instruction. History classes normally consisted of a coach, who 

had to do something in a classroom to justify coaching, scribbling a 

few notes on the board each morning and then showing movies or 

supervising Euchre tournaments. In American history class, we never 

made it to the Civil War. What I know of the Civil War I’ve learned 

from visiting Civil War sites like Gettysburg, Bull Run, and Vicksburg 

and from reading on my own. Nevertheless, these coaches—I mean 

teachers—made sure we learned a bit about the Revolutionary War 

and the settlement of Michigan (Michigan history was state–

mandated). The founding of a nation is such an essential element of 

the people’s identity that even the poor instruction in history that I 

received included the basics of the founding of my nation and my state. 

The exodus from Egypt, the miraculous deliverance at the Red Sea, 

and the receiving of the law at Mount Sinai which the events which 

marked the founding of the nation of Israel in 1446 BC. These events 

are referenced or alluded to numerous times in the Old Testament 

(e.g., Ps 78; Jer 2). Intriguingly, we cannot pinpoint many of the 

locations named in the wilderness itineraries, nor even the location of 

Mount Sinai itself with certainty.  

The traditional approach is to locate Mount Sinai on one of several 

mountains in the southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula, often Jebel Musa. 

There have been suggestions that Mount Sinai should actually be 

                                                           

1 This paper was initially presented as a Faculty Forum paper at Baptist 

Bible Seminary, Clarks Summit, Pennsylvania, on November 16, 2012. The 

conversational, lecture tone of the original has been maintained.  
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located east of the Gulf of Aqaba in what is today Saudi Arabia. From 

time to time I get questions from students or laymen who have seen a 

documentary on PBS or the History Channel suggesting an alternate 

site. When I actually began researching this topic, I was astounded at 

the number of sites suggested as the “real” Mount Sinai and the 

enormous volume of literature written on the topic—some of the 

older works, especially, are now difficult to obtain.2 

There are at least thirteen sites suggested as possible locations for 

Mount Sinai. Many are offered with arguments that are tenuous or 

even highly suspect. Because of slick documentaries and popular 

interest, there is a significant need to address this issue. So, where did 

the Israelites go? Where did they cross the Red Sea and where did they 

meet with God to receive his law? Let’s begin by taking a look at the 

biblical data. 

 

THE BIBLICAL DATA 

 

Jacob and his sons migrated to Egypt to join Joseph there in 

approximately 1876 BC. With the blessing of Pharaoh, Jacob’s family 

settled in Goshen in the northeastern delta region of Egypt where 

there was ample vegetation to graze their cattle (Gen 47:6, 11, 27; 

50:8; Exod 8:22; 9:26). This land was already known at this early date 

(XIIth Dynasty) as the land of Rameses (ֶאֶרץ ַרְעְמֵסס; Gen 47:11).  

According to Exodus 1:8, “a new king arose over Egypt, who did 

not know Joseph.”3 This new king was likely Ahmose, the first king of 

the XVIIIth Dynasty (New Kingdom) who expelled the Semitic Hyksos 

who had ruled Egypt for about a hundred years. Ahmose or one of his 

                                                           

2 Some of the more accessible short discussions of the issues include 

Philip J. Hyatt, Exodus, New Century Bible Commentary, ed. Ronald E. 

Clements (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), 203-207; Yohanan Aharoni, The 

Land of the Bible: A Historical Geography, rev. and trans. A. F. Rainey 

(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1979), 195-200; K. A. Kitchen, On the Reliability 

of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 254–74. 

3 New American Standard Bible, 1995 ed. (La Habra, CA: Lockman 

Foundation, 1995), used throughout unless otherwise specified. 
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successors, in paranoia of foreigners, looked with suspicion on the 

growing population of Israelites and enslaved them, forcing them to 

build storage cities (ת ;ַרַעְמֵסס) at Pithom and Raamses (ָעֵרי ִמְסְּכנ

Exod 1:11).4 

When Moses killed the Egyptian and fled from Pharaoh, he 

traveled to Midian (2:15) and there married a daughter of the priest 

of Midian (2:21). At some point after the Pharaoh from whom Moses 

had fled had died (2:23; 4:19), Moses went to pasture the flock of his 

father-in-law on “the west side of the wilderness” (3:1 ;ַאַחר ַהִּמְדָבר), 

where he came to “Horeb, the mountain of God” ( �ִהים אֱ ֶאל־ַהר הָ 
 The text literally says “to .ֹחֵרב Note the directional hē on .(3:1 ;ֹחֵרָבה

the mountain of God, Horeb-ward.” Hoffmeier seems correct in seeing 

“Sinai” as the name of the mountain and “Horeb” as a designation of 

the region whose name means “a dry wasteland.”5  

Moses was promised that he and the people would worship God 

on this very mountain (3:12). 

                                                           

4 According to 1 Kings 6:1 Solomon began to build the Temple in his 

fourth year, the 480th year after Israel left Egypt. Solomon began to reign 

approximately 970 BC, making the exodus approximately 1446 BC, which 

would place it in the XVIIIth Dynasty, New Kingdom Period, of Egyptian 

history. Those who hold to a “late date” of approximately 1260 use various 

means to explain the 480 years. This is not the place to try to establish the 

chronology of the XVIIIth Dynasty kings and suggest who might have been 

the Pharaoh of the exodus. See Eugene H. Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A 

History of Old Testament Israel, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 83–96, 

for a short discussion of these issues. 

5 James K. Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai (New York: Oxford U., 2005), 

115.This seems to be his most comprehensive and accessible work. See also 

his Israel in Egypt: The Evidence for the Authenticity of the Exodus Tradition 

(New York: Oxford, 1996); The Archaeology of the Bible (Oxford, England: 

Lion Hudson, 2008); or “Major Geographical Issues in the Accounts of the 

Exodus: The Pitfalls and Promises of Site Identification in Egypt,” pp. 97–129 

in Israel: Ancient Kingdom or Late Invention, ed. Daniel I. Block (Nashville: 

Broadman and Holman, 2008) for some of the same material. 
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Moses repeatedly requested of Pharaoh that the people be 

allowed to go a three-day’s journey into the wilderness to worship 

their God (3:18; 5:3; 8:27).  

God ended the eighth plague by causing a strong west wind to 

blow the locusts into the Red Sea (10:19 ;ָיָּמה סּוף), requiring that the 

“Red Sea” in question be roughly east of Egypt. 

When Israel departed, they traveled from Rameses (ַרְעְמֵסס; 

12:37) to Succoth, where they were regarded as “out of Egypt” (12:39; 

cf. v. 51; 14:11, 12). 6  They did not travel eastward along the 

Mediterranean coast (the Via Maris) toward the land of the Philistines 

because God did not want them to face battle so soon (13:17), but 

traveled roughly south-south-east “by way of the wilderness to the 

Red Sea” ( ֶר" ַהִּמְדָּבר ַים־סּוףֶּד  ; 13:18). 

From Succoth, they journeyed to Etham “on the edge of the 

wilderness” (13:20 ;ִּבְקֵצה ַהִּמְדָּבר) and then “turned back” (ׁשּוב) to 

camp “before Pi-hahiroth, between Migdol and the sea … in front of 

Baal-Zephon, opposite it, by the sea” (14:2, 9).  

“The sea” (14:21, 22, etc.) which Israel crossed and in which 

Pharaoh’s army drowned was the Red Sea (15:4 ;ַים־סּוף). 

From their crossing point at the Red Sea, Israel journeyed a three 

day’s journey into the Wilderness of Shur to Marah (15:22–23). This 

was the distance which Israel had originally requested of Pharaoh, but 

they were now free to journey on to Mount Sinai where God had 

promised Moses they would worship. 

From Marah Israel traveled to Elim (15:27) and then on to the 

Wilderness of Sin, “between Elim and Sinai” where they arrived on the 

fifteenth day of the second month after leaving Egypt. Since they left 

on the fifteenth day of the month of Nisan, this would be the fifteenth 

of Iyyar, one month after their departure. The people then travelled to 

Rephidim (17:1). Numbers 33:11-15 lists additional campsites on this 

leg of the journey: 

 

                                                           

6 Gordon Franz, “Is Mount Sinai in Saudi Arabia?” Bible and Spade 13, no. 

4 (2000): 103, accessed 17 October 2012, Theological Journal Library. 
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They journeyed from Elim and camped by the Red Sea (v. 10).  

 

  They journeyed from the Red Sea and camped in the wilderness  

  of Sin (v. 11).  

 

They journeyed from the wilderness of Sin and camped at   

Dophkah (v. 12).  

 

They journeyed from Dophkah and camped at Alush (v. 13).  

 

They journeyed from Alush and camped at Rephidim; now it was 

there that the people had no water to drink (v 14).  

 

They journeyed from Rephidim and camped in the wilderness of 

Sinai (v. 15). 

 

Rephidim was considered “in [the region of] Horeb” (17:6) and 

was also the place where Israel first faced conflict with the Amalekites 

(17:8).7 

Israel’s arrival at “the mountain of God” is reported in 19:1–2 as 

occurring on the first day of the third month (Sivan) after the exodus. 

This would be six weeks after the exodus. It seems likely that Israel 

stayed at some campsites more than one day and that not all 

campsites are listed. Thus they traveled southeast from Rameses to 

Succoth (1) and then Etham (2), and then turned back north or 

northwest to Pi-hahiroth (3) where they crossed the Red Sea. From 

the Red Sea they traveled three days to Marah (4) with the intervening 

campsites unmentioned, and then from there to Elim (5), the 

Wilderness of Sin (6), Dophkah (7), Alush (8), Rephidim (9), and 

finally Sinai (10). Consequently, there are ten campsites mentioned 

with two additional days between the Red Sea and Marah, and some 

                                                           

7 Gordon Frantz points out that the Amalekites are associated with the 

Negev (Gen 14:7; Num 13:29). “Mt. Sinai Is Not El-Lawz in Saudi Arabia,” 

parts 1–3, Life and Land Blog, <www.lifeandland.org> [accessed 16 October 

2012], pt. 3). It seems unlikely that Rephidim could then be placed in 

Midian/Saudi Arabia. 
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digression from Etham to Pi-hahiroth. The actual distance was likely 

ten to twelve days’ journey. The account of Jethro’s visit to Moses “in 

the wilderness where he was camped, at the mount of God” (18:5) and 

his return to “his own land” (18:27, presumably Midian, east of the 

Gulf of Aqaba), should be regarded as temporally displaced for 

thematic reasons. This is common in Pentateuchal narratives 

(compare, for example, Num 1:1 with 9:1). It would seem that the 

advice given Moses by Jethro is thus separated from the authoritative 

commandments given by God there at the mountain.  

Israel set out from Mount Sinai on the twentieth day of the second 

month in the second year after the exodus (Num 10:11–12). 

Deuteronomy 1:2 reports that “It is eleven days’ journey from 

Horeb by the way of Mount Seir to Kadesh-barnea.”  

Several other passages are suggested as bearing on the matter: 1 

Kings 19:4, 8, reports that Elijah traveled to “Horeb, the mountain of 

God,” suggesting the location of Horeb was still known in his day. He 

began one day’s journey south of Beersheba and went without food 

for forty days. It would seem that the forty days included time spent 

at Horeb and the return trip, for Horeb was only an eleven days’ 

journey from Kadesh-Barnea. Some also point to the mentions of the 

Lord coming in martial array (i.e., leading Israel) from Sinai by way of 

Mount Seir (Deut 33:2; Judg 5:4–5) and Paul’s reference to Sinai being 

“in Arabia” (Gal 4:25).8  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

8  See, for example, Ronald S. Hendel, “Where Is Mount Sinai?” Bible 

Review 16, no. 3 (June 2000): 8. 
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THE PROPOSED SITES 

 

 

Now let’s take a look at the sites proposed for Mount Sinai. As I 

mentioned, approximately thirteen sites have been proposed for the 

location of Mount Sinai. The arguments for the various sites overlap 

and interact with incredible complexity. Archaeological and linguistic 

arguments are voluminous, sometimes equivocal, and often 

inconclusive. Some of the views will be handled briefly without 

detailing the proponents or their arguments because the biblical data 

seems to rule them out completely. We will group the proposed sites 

into four regions.  
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Northern Sinai 

 

In the northern region of Sinai the sites of Jebel Halal, Har Karkom 

(Jebel Idead), and Jebel al-Madhbah have been suggested. Jebel Halal 

is just west of Kadesh-Barnea, whether one choses ‘Ain el-Qudeirat or 

‘Ain Qadis as the site of Kadesh-Barnea. Jebel al-Madhbah is located 

near Petra which would have been in the territory of Edom at the time 

of the exodus. Har Karkom is just south of ‘Ain Qadis which Anati 

proposed because of its extensive third millennium cultic remains and 

petroglyphs.9 This last proposal produces insuperable chronological 

problems, because the exodus dates to the middle of the second 

millennium BC. 

Deuteronomy provides a hard datum here: it was an eleven days’ 

journey from Sinai to Kadesh-Barnea. Hyatt and Hoffmeier agree that 

Kadesh-Barnea should be identified either with ‘Ain el-Qudeirat or 

‘Ain Qadis.10 Davies opts for ‘Ain Qadis,11 while Finkelstein for ‘Ain el-

Qudeirat.12 Faiman suggests that a day’s journey was about 15 km (9 

miles).13 Hoffmeier has an extensive discussion of the length of a day’s 

journey which explores the travels of ancient and modern travelers in 

the region. 14  He argues that a day’s journey was a conventional 

                                                           

9  Emmanuel Anati, “Has Mt. Sinai Been Found?” BAR 11, no. 4 

(July/August 1985): 42–57. 

10 Hyatt, Exodus, 205; Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai, 123–24. 

11 G. I. Davies, “Hagar, El-Heğra and the Location of Mount Sinai.” VT 22 

(1972): 161. 

12  Israel Finkelstein, “Raider of the Lost Mountain—An Israeli 

Archaeologist Looks at the Most Recent Attempt to Locate Mt. Sinai,” BAR 14, 

no. 4 (July/August 1988): 46. 

13 David Faiman, “Digging Mount Sinai from the Bible,” Bible and Spade 

13, no.4 (2000): 117. See also, The Exodus Decoded, Dir. Sinha Jacobovici, 

Prod. James Cameron, et al. (Toronto: Associated Producers, 2006). 

14 Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai, 119–20. 



Exploring Alternate Routes of the Exodus     61 

 
measure based on the distance a caravan would travel in a day, or 26 

to 37 km (approximately 16 to 22 miles). This distance was intended 

even where terrain might allow for greater or shorter distances in a 

given day. If he is correct, then the distance between Sinai and Kadesh-

Barnea was approximately 350 km. None of the sites in the northern 

Sinai would have met this requirement. Jebel Musa is approximately 

300 km from Kadesh-Barnea as the crow flies (using Google Earth). 

This might translate to 350 km on the road. Jebel Halal would only be 

about 50 km from Kadesh-Barnea. Har Karkom and Jebel al-Madhbah 

would, likewise, be too close to Kadesh-Barnea. 

 

Central Sinai 

 

Menashe Har-El suggests Jebel Sin Bisher in central Sinai just east 

of the Gulf of Suez, while Jacobovici suggests Jebel Hashem el Tarif just 

west of Elath at the northern tip of the Gulf of Aqaba.15 Har-El suggests 

Jebel Sin Bisher on the basis of his identification of Marah with Bir el-

Mura and Elim with ‘Ain Musa along the coast of the Gulf of Suez, and 

the fact that he felt the modern name preserved “Sin” from “Sinai.”16 

Hoffmeier argues that “Sin” is probably related to the word for “tooth,” 

hence “tooth-shaped mountain, that this site is so close to the Red Sea 

crossing as to make it impossible to accommodate all the campsites 

listed in Exodus and Numbers, and that the distance from Sin Bisher 

to Kadesh-Barnea, is too short.17  

Because Jacobovici uses 15 km per day as a rule of thumb, he seeks 

a place approximately 200 km from Lake el-Ballah and Kadesh-

                                                           

15 Jacobovici, Exodus Decoded. There are numerous other chronological 

and theological problems with this video, but the video is produced and 

narrated by James Cameron, the underwater explorer and director of 

numerous big-name movies. The special effects and visuals are stunning. The 

documentary was produced for the History Channel, guaranteeing wide 

dissemination.  

16 Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai, 126–27. Cf. Davies, “Hagar,” 152. 

17 Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai, 126–28. 



62     THE JOURNAL OF MINISTRY AND THEOLOGY      

 

Barnea. This place, for him, must also be within approximately 45 km 

from Midian, for this is the distance he believes that Moses might have 

been shepherding flocks. The mountain he chooses is thus Jebel 

Hashem el-Tarif, close to Elath at the north end of the Gulf of Aqaba.18 

We have discussed his assumptions regarding a day’s journey. It is not 

unusual for shepherds to travel great distances with their flocks. 

When Joseph went looking for his brothers, he went to Shechem, some 

90 km from Hebron, but found them grazing their sheep at Dothan, 

115 km from Hebron (Gen 37:14, 17). 19  Franz reports having 

encountered shepherds 70 miles (110 km) from their homes. 20 

Shepherds might graze their sheep over great distances. Given these 

factors, Jebel Hashem el-Tarif is too close to Kadesh-Barnea and not 

necessarily the only mountain within reach of a Midianite shepherd 

and his flock.  

 
Southern Sinai 

 

Three mountains near the southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula have 

been suggested as sites for Mount Sinai: Jebel Musa, Jebel Katherina, 

and Jebel Serbal. James Hoffmeier is an archaeologist who was born 

in Egypt and teaches at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School.21 He has 

dug extensively in north Sinai. He ties Rameses to Pi-Ramesses which 

is modern Qantir and Pithom to Tell Retabeh.22 He locates Succoth as 

the Egyptian Tjeku in the Wadi Tumilat area.23 He argues that “Sea of 

                                                           

18 Jacobovici, Exodus Decoded. 

19 Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai, 121. 

20 Franz, “Is Mount Sinai in Saudi Arabia?” 106. 

21 See Dr. Hoffmeier’s faculty profile at <http://www.teds.edu/ 

person/Hoffmeier/James/>.  

22 Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai, 54, 64. 

23 Ibid., 65.  
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Reeds” (ַים סּוף) is an exact equivalent of the Egyptian pȝ ṭwfy which 

is well-known from ancient Egyptian documents as a swamp or 

swampy lake just east of the Egyptian delta. He believes that this most 

probably refers to el-Ballah Lake, which is now dry desert. 24  He 

believes that “Migdol” in the New Kingdom period of Egypt (the time 

of the exodus) should be equated with one of the tells now being 

excavated just south of Tell Habua (ancient Tjaru) along the Way of 

Horus, the main highway leading along the Mediterranean coast to 

Palestine, most probably site T-78 approximately 5 km southeast of 

Tell el-Borg.25  All the scholars who place Mount Sinai in the Sinai 

Peninsula choose a place for the Red Sea crossing somewhere 

between el-Ballah Lake in the north and the northern end of the Gulf 

of Suez in the south. The exact location is not crucial to the route. 

The mountains of the southern Sinai Peninsula would all fit the 

distances given in the biblical text. They would be approximately 300 

km as the crow flies from Kadesh-Barnea and would also fit a journey 

from the Red Sea to Mount Sinai of some ten- to-twelve days’ journey. 

Early Christian tradition places Mount Sinai in this region, though the 

specific peak has been uncertain. This area contains some vegetation 

and some plains capable of containing a large encampment. The name 

Jebel Musa preserves the name Moses, though the use of such 

toponyms is tenuous at best (thus we have Bethlehem in Pennsylvania 

and Paris in Texas!). The Sinai was considered “out of Egypt,” but not 

in Midian, and part of “Arabia” in NT times.  

 
Western Saudi Arabia 

 

The mountains Jebel al-Nomr, Jebel Biggir, Jebel al-Lawz, and 

Hallat el-Bedr have been suggested. Jebel al-Nomr and Jebel Biggir are 

in the northwest corner of Saudi Arabia just east of Elath (which is at 

the northern tip of the Gulf of Aqaba). These sites have not attained 

any serious following and are too close to Kadesh-Barnea to be 

                                                           

24 Ibid., 89. 

25 Ibid., 102. 
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seriously considered. Hallat el-Bedr is the choice of Koenig and others. 

This site is deep into Saudia Arabia and impossibly far from Kadesh-

Barnea. Jebel al-Lawz has been championed by Ron Wyatt and his 

sons, Bob Cornuke, Larry Williams, and Lennart Möller. None of these 

are biblical scholars or archaeologists and have been largely 

dismissed and ignored by biblical scholars, but have gained a popular 

following through their books and videos. Ron Wyatt was a nurse-

anesthetist by profession.26 Bob Cornuke was a police officer. Larry 

Williams was a commodities trader. Cornuke and Williams are 

featured in the video The Search for the Real Mt Sinai.27 Lennart Möller 

has a doctorate in environmental medicine. He is featured, along with 

Viveka Pontén, in the video The Exodus Revealed: Search for the Red 

Sea Crossing.28  

Those who argue for Jebel al-Lawz point to the fact that Moses fled 

to Midian from Pharaoh and his father-in-law was a priest of Midian. 

The Midianite territory is generally regarded as northwest Saudi 

Arabia. They also point to the fact that Paul mentions Arabia in 

connection with Mount Sinai. They argue that Jebel al-Lawz has a peak 

which is darkened as if by fire, is surrounded by an ample plain that 

would have allowed Israel to camp, features petroglyphs indicating 

                                                           

26 Franz’s picture of Wyatt is less than flattering: “The late Ron Wyatt, a 

nurse anesthetist turned treasure hunter, added a fourth Midian site, Jebel 

al-Lawz, to the list. He also claimed to have discovered Noah’s Ark, Sodom 

and Gomorrah, the Exodus crossing and some of Pharaoh’s chariots, the Ark 

of the Covenant with the blood of Jesus on the mercy seat, and other 

spectacular discoveries. This list is enough to make any archaeologist green 

with envy!” (“Is Mount Sinai in Saudi Arabia?” 101).  

27 The Search for the Real Mt Sinai, Dir. Steve Greisen, Narr. John Rhys-

Davies (Monument, CO: Reel Productions, 1999). Cornuke’s views are spelled 

out in more detail in Robert Cornuke and David Halbrook, In Search of the 

Mountain of God: The Discovery of the Real Mt. Sinai (Nashville: Broadman & 

Holman, 2000). 

28 The Exodus Revealed: Search for the Red Sea Crossing (Chicago: Questar, 

2002). Möller’s view is filled out in his The Exodus Case (Copenhagen: 

Scandinavian Publishing House, 2002).  
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human presence, a pile of stones purported to be an altar, and a large 

split rock with evidence of water flow at its base.29  

Wyatt and his sons entered Saudi Arabia illegally, as did Cornuke 

and Williams. Möller and Pontien have dived in and surveyed the Gulf 

of Aqaba near Nuweibaa and believe that they have found evidence of 

the remains of Pharaoh’s chariots. This evidence is in the form of 

strange wheel-shaped coral formations, some on upright “axels,” in an 

area where coral is not normally found.30 

In terms of the distance from Jebel al-Lawz to Kadesh-Barnea, it 

would be similar to that between Jebel Musa and Kadesh-Barnea. 

However, a crossing of the “Red Sea” at Nuweibaa31 or Tiran32 would 

make the journey from Rameses to the Red Sea far too long and the 

journey from the Red Sea far too short. Neither the OT nor the NT 

supports an Arabian site. Though Moses was married to the daughter 

of the priest of Midian, the text nowhere says that Sinai is in Midian.33 

Moses was pasturing the sheep of his father-in-law “on the other side 

of the wilderness”—an expression which would fit Sinai (from the 

perspective of Midian) better than a location in Midian. We have 

already discussed the great distances shepherds might travel while 

grazing their sheep. When Moses’ father-in-law paid him a visit at 

Mount Sinai, he returned “to his own land,” an expression that would 

be nonsensical if Mount Sinai were in Midian.34 The Midianites did, in 

fact, wander far and wide. Numbers 22:4–7 and 25:6–15 report 

                                                           

29  For all these arguments, see Ron Wyatt, Wyatt Archaeological 

Research’s Discoveries Volume (Cornersville, TN: Wyatt Archaeological 

Research, 1995), 91-94; Cornuke, Mountain of God, especially 123ff. 

30 Jacobovici, Exodus Decoded.  

31 Möller (Exodus Case, 166–67) and Wyatt (Discoveries, 63, 65) opt for 

Nuweibaa. 

32 Cornuke (Mountain of God, 4) opts for Tiran. 

33 Franz, “Is Mount Sinai in Saudi Arabia?” 105. 

34 Ibid., 106. 
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Midianites in Moab.35 Gideon faced Midianites in northern Israel (Judg 

7). It should be no surprise that Midianites grazed sheep in Sinai as 

needed. Paul does, indeed, mention “Arabia,” but in the time of Paul, 

“Arabia” was the name of a Roman province which included Sinai, 

Arabia, and part of the Transjordan.36  

Many other things do not fit as well. Those who argue for Jebel al-

Lawz insist that since Sinai was controlled and patrolled by Egypt—

who exploited copper mines in the Sinai Peninsula—the Israel would 

have had to cross into Saudi Arabia to be “out of Egypt.” Hoffmeier’s 

convincing arguments that Succoth, on the border of the land of Egypt 

proper, was considered “in the wilderness” should suffice.37 The Gulf 

of Aqaba is very deep and could be crossed only at Nuweibaa or Tiran. 

Even at these two sites, the water is sufficiently deep that the crossing 

would be steep indeed, and perhaps impossible for wagons and 

cattle.38  

There are literally hundreds of sites in the Sinai and Arabia with 

petroglyphs.39 The pile of stones purported to be an altar does not 

match the normal form of altars in this time period.40 The presence of 

the split rock seems to confuse the accounts of Exodus 17 with Mount 

Sinai. Geologists have suggested that the darkened appearance of the 

rock near the top of Jebel al-Lawz is a natural chemical reaction due 

to weathering seen elsewhere in this region and not the result of heat 

                                                           

35 Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai, 121–22. 

36 Ibid., 130.; Cf. Franz, “Is Mount Sinai in Saudi Arabia?” 106; Franz, “Part 

1.“ 

 
37  Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai, 65. Cf. Exodus 12:39 referenced 

above under Biblical Data. 

38 Franz, “Part 3.” 

39 Franz, “Is Mount Sinai in Saudi Arabia?” 109; Franz, “Part 1.” 

40 Hoffmeier, Ancient Israel in Sinai, 135. 
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or fire.41 And these crossing sites would be far south of Egypt, not east 

of it, making the fact that a strong west wind blew the locusts of the 

eighth plague into the Re[e]d Sea an error (Exod 10:19).  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Hoffmeier may be correct in arguing that Sinai’s location was 

largely forgotten because it was no longer needed. The theophany of 

Sinai was transferred to the Tabernacle (Exod 40) and then to 

Solomon’s Temple (1 Kgs 8), obviating the need to maintain Sinai as a 

perpetual sacred place.42 I might suggest further that the presence of 

God has now been transferred to the church as a whole (1 Cor 3:16; 

Eph 2:22) and to believers individually (Rom 8:9), obviating the need 

for any sacred place.  

So what do we gain from this study? My initial impression of these 

documentaries was that they were aired by those who wished to 

ridicule or disgrace biblical traditions. After watching some of these 

documentaries and reading some of the related works, I’ve come to 

the opposite conclusion. Most, if not all, of these men sincerely desire 

to show that the Bible is reasonable and accurate. Todd Bolen’s 

critique is painful, but perhaps contains some truth: 
 

What accounts for his [Cornuke’s] popularity among evangelical 

Christians? Two things: he tells them what they want to hear in the 

way they want to hear it. Bible believers want to hear of great 

discoveries that support their faith, and if you package that in a 

charismatic presentation or a well-written paperback, you need not 

bother yourself with the truth.43 

 

                                                           

41 Ibid., 134. 

42 Ibid., 201-203. 

43 Todd Bolen, BiblePlaces Blog, <http://blog.bibleplaces.com>, accessed 

16 October 2012. 
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However, because these people are neither biblical scholars nor 

competent archaeologists, they use evidence selectively or 

misunderstand the evidence entirely. They espouse conflicting views 

based on little or no evidence which may do more harm than good. 

There are major problems with the sites in the northern Sinai 

Peninsula and western Saudi Arabia and problems with the sites in 

central Sinai. The sites near the southern tip of the Peninsula remain 

the best options. 

Finally, our faith is not dependent on proving the location of the 

Red Sea crossing, or the location of Mount Sinai. Archaeology is not an 

enemy of the truth. Archaeological finds, rightly handled, have often 

confirmed the truthfulness of Scripture. An absence of archaeological 

evidence is not, in this case, evidence. Cornuke claims to have found 

an inscription with “Yahweh” in it at Jebel al-Lawz. After discussing 

this claim and concluding that the inscription is a forgery, Franz sagely 

concludes, “The Bible is true regardless of whether this discovery has 

any biblical significance.”44 In other words, the exact location of Sinai 

is not essential to our understanding of the text and no site that 

reasonably fits the biblical data would undermine the historicity of 

the text. At this point the most plausible location still seems to be the 

southern end of the Sinai Peninsula.  

 

                                                           

44 Gordon Franz, “Yahweh Inscription Discovered at Mount Sinai,” Life 

and Land Blog, <www.lifeandland.org> (accessed 16 October 2012).  
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THE IMPORTANTCE OF THE DAY OF THE LORD 

 
The biblical phrase “Day of Yahweh” occupies a peerless place 

of importance in both the Old and New Testaments. Cerny 
suggests, “The doctrine of the Day of Yahweh is not only the most 
interesting but perhaps also the most important of all the 
teachings of the Hebrew prophets. This is rather an 
understatement than an exaggeration.”1 Consequently, there are 
a number of reasons that demonstrate the merit for studying this 
key phrase. First, it is a major strand of prophecy running 

throughout the OT. The Hebrew phrase יהוה   appears יֹום

numerous times in the OT.2 Furthermore, other phrases such as 
“that day,” “the day,” “the great day,” and the “great and terrible 
day” are scattered throughout the prophets, in addition to 

                                                           

1 L. Cerny, The Day of Yahweh and Some Relevant Problems (V  

Praze Nakladem  Filosoficke Fakulty University, Karlovy, 1948), i. 

 
2 Some passages are as follows: Isaiah 2:12; 13:6, 9; Ezekiel 13:5; 

30:3; Joel 1:15;  2:1,11,31; 3:14; Amos 5:18 (twice), 20; Obadiah 15; 
Zephaniah 1:7, 14 (twice); Zechariah 14:1; Malachi 4:5. 
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hundreds of passages referring to events within that time 
period.3 

A second reason that shows the importance of this study is 
the fact that the phrase “Day of the Lord” is found in four New 
Testament passages.4 Since the OT provides the basis for 
understanding the use of this phrase in the NT, it is paramount 
that the phrase be understood in the interpretation of both 
Testaments. Beecher noted the importance of this over a century 
ago when he wrote: 

 
All doctrines in regard to the millennium, the second coming of 
Christ, and the final  judgment depend greatly on the passages in 
the New Testament that use the formulas, “the day of the Lord” …. 
The meaning of these passages is, in turn, greatly dependent on the 
relations that exist, both in ideas and in phraseology, between them 
and the texts of the Old Testament that speak of the “day of the 
Lord,” that is, “the day of Jehovah.”  
  
Necessarily, the study of these places in the OT will be profitable, 
both in itself and for the light it throws on New Testament 
eschatology.5 
 

                                                           

3 It is the writer’s opinion, contra Richard Mayhue that the “great 
and terrible” day of the Lord refers to the intensification of the divine 
wrath at the end of the Day of the Lord rather than to the actual 
beginning of the Day. This is significant in that Mayhue represents a 
pretribulationist who argues that the Day of the Lord begins at the end 
of the Tribulation instead of encompassing the entire period (see 
Richard Mayhue, “The Prophet’s Watchword: Day of the Lord,” Grace 

Theological Journal 6 [1985]: 231–46; and its updated version “The 

Bible’s Watchword: The Day of the Lord,” Master’s Seminary Journal 

22.1 [2011]: 65-88).  
 
4 Acts 2:20; 1 Thessalonians 5:2; 2 Thessalonians 2:2; 2 Peter 3:10. 

As is the case with the OT, there are many NT passages which do not use 
Day of the Lord terminology but refer to events during that time. 

 
5 W. J. Beecher, “The Day of Jehovah in Joel,” The Homiletic Review 

18 (1889): 355. 
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A final reason for importance, and the focus of this study, 
deals with the connection that exists between the Day of the Lord 
and the timing of the rapture. While the doctrine of the rapture 
does not rise to the level of other major Christian doctrines, it is 
a vital one in terms of hermeneutics, theological systems, 
Christian living, and understanding God’s program for the 
future.6 As one engages in discussion of the truth of the rapture, 
the impression is received that even if this is accepted as a biblical 
doctrine, the timing of the event is strictly inferential. This article 
seeks to challenge that mindset by presenting the deciding 
argument for pretribulationism, namely, the terminus a quo of the 
Day of the Lord.7 

                                                           

6 In his disparagement of dispensationalism, Mathison caricatures 
dispensationalists as those “who virtually equate the pretribulational 
rapture with Christian orthodoxy,” and those who reject the doctrine as 
a “closet liberal or worse” (Keith Mathison, Dispensationalism: Rightly 

Dividing the People of God? [Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 1995], 115). Other 
than possibly some rabid preacher roaming the countryside, the writer 
is not aware of any dispensationalist who would make this claim. Not 
surprisingly, Mathison does not deal with the concept of the Day of the 
Lord in his chapter ridiculing the idea of the rapture (Ibid, 115–21), 
when in fact this is perhaps the most important concept in the 
discussion. Ironically, there is a sense in which even amillennialists 
believe in a rapture if they believe in resurrection. Hoekema reasoned 
that “when Christ returns, there will be a general resurrection, both of 
believers and unbelievers. After the resurrection, believers who are 
then still alive shall be transformed and glorified (1 Cor. 15:51-52). The 
‘rapture’ of all believers then takes place. Believers who have been 
raised, together with living believers who have been transformed, are 
now caught up in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air (1 Thess. 4:16–
17). After this meeting in the air, the raptured church continues to be 
with Christ as he completes his descent to earth” (Anthony Hoekema, 
The Bible and the Future [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979], 170–71). 

 
7 It is not the purpose of this article to interact with the pros and 

cons of all of the rapture positions. Rather, the purpose is to present one 
of the, if not the, most crucial arguments for the pretribulational 
position. It might be felt by some that the deciding text is Revelation 
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THE MAJOR TEXTUAL DATA IN THE PROPHETS 

 

In light of the incredible number of passages that deal with 
this subject, it is not possible to examine every text that speaks of 
the Day of the Lord. Therefore, only some central, representative 
passages will be examined.8 The purpose of this section is merely 
to observe the context and make a number of brief observations 
concerning those passages where the phrase “Day of the Lord” 
appears as a point of reference for later discussion. 

 

Isaiah (739-681 B.C.9) 

 

Isaiah 2:12 

 

This verse includes the first mention of the Day of the Lord in 
the prophecy of Isaiah. In 2:1-5, Isaiah has affirmed the future 
restoration of Judah and Jerusalem as he describes some of the 
characteristics of the Millennial Kingdom. These include the 
establishment of God’s house (2:2a), the attraction of the nations 
to Jerusalem (2:2b-3a), the proclamation of the Law from 

                                                           

3:10. While this passage is best understood in a pretribulational sense, 
if the Day of the Lord were proved to begin at the end of the Tribulation, 
one could still argue a “pretrib” understanding of 3:10 in the sense that 
the “hour of testing” could be said to be only at the end of the tribulation. 
It remains the writer’s opinion, that while 3:10 does support a removal 
of the church before the seven–year Tribulation, this is contingent on 
proving when the Day of the Lord commences. 

 
8 The summary of these passages is taken from Jerry Hullinger, New 

Testament Life and Belief: A Study in History, Culture, and Meaning 

(Winston-Salem, NC: Piedmont International University, 2014), 471–
77. 

 
9 The dates given are my own approximations and follow the 

general chronology of most conservative evangelical scholars. The 
purpose of the dates is to identify more easily the judgments in view in 
these prophecies. 
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Jerusalem, and the peace that shall reign among the nations (2:4). 

Then in 2:6–11, he notes that Judah had taken on the values of 

the pagans around them, and in 2:11-22, the consequent 
judgment that these values would bring. It is in this judgment 
context where Isaiah describes the Day of the Lord. From this 
passage the following characteristics are seen about the Day of 
the Lord: 

 
1.  It will be a time when the proud will be humbled (2:11, 12,  
  17). 
2. It will be a time when the Lord will be exalted (2:10, 
 11, 17, 19, 21).  
3.  It will be a time of fear and hiding (2:10, 19, 21). 
4.  It will be a time when the Lord will shake the earth (2:19, 

 21). 
5.  It will be a time of judgment against Israel (2:6). 
  
It appears that the judgment referred to here is 

eschatological,10  instead of historical judgment at the hands of 
Assyria and Babylon. This is so because of the eschatological 
emphasis of 2:1-511 and the cosmic disturbances as noted 

                                                           

10 A. J. Everson, “Days of Yahweh,” JBL 93 (1974): 330; Henry 
Dosker, “Day of the Lord,” in ISBE (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 
2:799; E. J. Young, The Book of Isaiah, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1983), 1:123; G. A. Gay, “Day,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. 
Walter A. Elwell (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), 294. 

 
11 Some have sought to minimize this emphasis. For example, Otto 

Kaiser wrote, “Christians cannot simply take over these expectations in 
the concrete forms in which they are expressed here. ... For Christians, 
there is no other manifestation of God within time than in the preaching 
of the crucified and risen Christ” (Isaiah 1–12: A Commentary, OLT, 
[Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972], 30). Likewise, Oswalt suggested, “In 
a more proximate sense it can relate to the church age when the nations 
streamed to Zion to learn the ways of her God through his incarnation 
in Christ” (The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 1-39, NICOT [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1986], 116). 
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above.12 After a thorough discussion of the passage from different 
theological perspectives, Sailhamer is on target when he 
concludes:  

 
Historically, it is hard to understand Israel’s prophets any other 
way than that they longed for a physical, that is, earthly, 
reestablishment of the Davidic monarchy .... Their reference looked 
far beyond any temporal fulfillment within Israel’s own immediate 
history. If our goal is to describe the reference of Isaiah’s visions as 
he would have understood them, we can only hope to do so by 
paying close attention to the sense of those visions as they are given 
us in the book of Isaiah. That sense, as we have suggested in this 
chapter, fits best in the context of an earthly reign of Christ in 
Jerusalem as a precursor to the eternal state.13 

 
Isaiah 13:6–16 

 

The next reference to the Day of the Lord in Isaiah is in 
chapter 13.  In this section Isaiah delivers an oracle of judgment 
against Babylon, and in it additional information is gleaned 
concerning the Day of the Lord: 

 
1. It is from God Himself (13:6, 11, 12, 13). 
2. It is a time of destruction, wrath, and anger (13:6, 9, 11, 

  13, 15, 16). 
3.  It is directed against sinners (13:9, 11). 
4. The sun, moon, and stars will be darkened (13:10). 
5.  God will shake the earth (13:13). 
6.  Men will be filled with fear (13:7, 8, 14). 
7.  A specific Gentile nation is involved (13:1, 19).  

                                                           

12 For an example of one who sees 2:1–4 as eschatological and 2:5ff. 
as present, see Herbert Wolf, Interpreting Isaiah: The Suffering and Glory 

of Messiah (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1985), 76–78.  
 
13 John Sailhamer, “Evidence from Isaiah 2,” in The Coming 

Millennial Kingdom: A Case for Premillennial Interpretation (Grand 
Rapids: Kregel, 1997), 102. 
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Unlike the previous Isaiah passage, there seems to be a near 
eschatological event in view as well as a far eschatological event. 
It appears that 13:1–8 refers to the relatively near event fulfilled 
by Babylon from 605–586 BC.14 However, the description in 
13:9–16 speaks of an event in the far future.15 This is apparent 
from the cosmic disturbances as well as the universality of 
judgment mentioned (13:11). This interplay between near and 
far eschatology is explained by Ladd where: 

 
These two visitations, the near and the far, or, as we may for 
convenience call them, the historical and the eschatological, are not 
differentiated in time. In fact, sometimes the two blend together as 
though they were one day….This historical Day of the Lord is 
painted against the backdrop of the eschatological Day of the Lord. 
16 
 

It should be further noted that this near and far interplay in 
the prophets is not an unusual phenomenon and is commonly 
referred to as “prophetic telescoping.” Henry Virkler explains this 
prophetic device thusly:  “Biblical prophecy may leap from one 

                                                           

14 R. L. Saucy, “The Eschatology in the Bible,” in The Expositor’s Bible 

Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1979), 1:256; J. S. Wright, “Day 
of the Lord,” in New Bible Dictionary 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 1982), 269; Young, Book of Isaiah, 1:419. 

  
15 Richard Mayhue, “Prophet’s Watchword,” 239; H. C. Leupold, 

Exposition of Isaiah (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1968), 1:234. 
 
16 G. E. Ladd, The Presence of the Future: The Eschatology of Biblical 

Realism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 66. The same principle is 
stated by Stuart who, commenting on the two major sections of Joel, 
observed that “Joel sees two Days of Yahweh: the one underway, 
described in 1:1-2:17, and the one coming in the future, as described in 
2:18-4:21. Both Days are ‘near,’... the imminence of the Day being a 
standard prophetic theme, but the actual timing of the two events will 
be separated by an uncertain span” (Douglas Stuart, Hosea–Jonah WBC 
[Dallas: Word, 2002], 231). 
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prominent peak in predictive topography to another, without 
notice of the valley between.”17 Examples of this can be seen most 
notably when the prophets spoke of the first and second comings 
of Christ (e.g. Isa 9:6; 61:1–2; Zech 9: 9–10). As McClain observes, 
“The Oriental was interested in the next important event, not in 
the time which might intervene.”18 Even amillennialists recognize 
this principle.  For example, Lenski in commenting on Acts 3:17, 
states, “It must be well understood that the prophets always 
viewed the two comings of Christ together without having the 
interval between the two revealed to them.”19 So in principle, the 
same thing is happening in these Day of the Lord prophecies. 

 
Jeremiah (626–582 BC) 

Jeremiah 46:1–12 

 

In this text the prophet is delivering a message of judgment 
against Egypt. He prophesied that Egypt would be ravaged by the 
Babylonians. This defeat is called by Jeremiah “the day of the Lord 
God of hosts” (46:10). The following observations are made: 

 
 1.  It is a time of judgment against a specific Gentile  
 nation (46:1–2). 
 2.  It is a time of God’s vengeance (46:10). 
 3.  It is a time of slaughter of God’s enemies (46:10). 
 
Because this prophecy was made against a specific nation, 

and because there are no judgments necessitating the end of the 

                                                           

17 Henry Virkler, Hermeneutics: Biblical Principles and Processes of 

Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981), 201. 
  
18 Alva McClain, Daniel’s Prophecy of the 70 Weeks (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1981), 38. 
 
19 R. C. H. Lenski, An Interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles 

(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1961), 77. 
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age, it is concluded that this was a day of the Lord fulfilled in 605 
BC when Nebuchadnezzar registered a major victory against the 
Egyptians.20 

Ezekiel (593–570 BC) 

Ezekiel 13:5 

 

Ezekiel wrote in chapters 12-19 concerning the certainty of 
judgment to come on Israel. The third message delivered by 
Ezekiel regarding this judgment is found in chapter 13where he 
denounces the false prophets and prophetesses who were 
contributing to Israel’s sense of false security. Here it is observed 
that 

 
1. The judgment is from the Lord (13:8, 9). 
2. The judgment is against the false prophets of Israel (13:3). 
3. The judgment would involve the elements of nature  
  (13:11, 13). 
 
In this first Ezekiel passage it seems best to understand the 

Day of the Lord as a reference to the beginning of Judah’s 
deportation in 605 BC to Jerusalem’s destruction in 586 BC.21 

 
 
 

 

                                                           

20 R. K. Harrison, Jeremiah and Lamentations: An Introduction and 

Commentary, TOTC (Downers Grove: IL: InterVarsity, 1973), 170; Keil 
and Delitzsch,  Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 8, Jeremiah, 

Lamentations (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 178; C. C. Ryrie, What 

You Should Know About the Rapture (Chicago: Moody, 1981), 93. 
 
21 J. S. Wright, “Day of the Lord,” 269; Saucy, “Eschatology in the 

Bible,” 256; Everson, “Days of Yahweh,” 330; Charles Dyer, “Ezekiel,” in 
Bible Knowledge Commentary, ed. John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck 

(Wheaton, IL: Victor, 1985), 1251. 
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Ezekiel 30:3 

 
The next reference in Ezekiel to the Day of the Lord is found 

in 30:3. In this section the prophet is writing concerning the 
demise of Egypt and her allies at the hands of Babylon and refers 
to it as a “day of the Lord.” Ezekiel refers to this day as: 

 
 1.  A time of woe, howling, and distress (30:2). 
 2.  A cloudy day (30:3). 
 3.  A time of death, pain, and desolation (30: 4, 5, 7). 
 
As with the first Ezekiel passage, this one seems to refer to a 

near eschatological event, namely the destruction of Egypt (30:4, 
6, 8, 10). 

 
Joel (835 BC 22) 

 

The Day of the Lord is mentioned five times in the book of Joel 
and thus becomes a locus classicus for a study of the subject. The 
difficulty as to whether to take the locust plague as literal or 
figurative in these chapters is well known. One of the most 
satisfying options is what H. Hosch described as a historical 
/near, eschatological/far view.23 This position states that the 
locusts of chapter 1 are real locusts. A near future invasion under 
the locust figure referring to either the Assyrians or Babylonians 
is in view in 2:1-17. Finally, 2:18-27 serves as a transition to far 
eschatology in 2:28-3:21. Thus the locust plague that destroyed 
the Judean countryside is used by Joel to picture near and far 
judgment to be brought by God. A number of observations can be 
made from Joel’s treatment of the Day of the Lord. 

                                                           

22 The dating of Joel is notoriously difficult due to the scanty internal 
evidence. The range of possibilities includes early pre-exilic, mid pre-
exilic, late pre-exilic, and post-exilic. All of the views are subject to 
criticism, but the option adopted above is early pre-exilic. 

 
 23 H. Hosch, “The Concept of Prophetic Time in the Book of Joel,” 

JETS 15 (1972): 32-38.  
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Joel 1–the locust invasion 

 
The following characteristics are found in this chapter.  
 
1.  It is destruction from the Almighty (1:15). 
2.  It will bring famine and drought which will affect men and 

  animals (1:10–12; 16–20). 
3.  It will involve an invasion of Israel by a powerful  
 army (1:6). 
  

Joel 2:1–17—near eschatology—the Assyrian 

 and/or Babylonian invasion 

 

Some additional features to the Day of the Lord are added in 
the second chapter. 

 
1.  It will be from the Almighty (2:1–4). 
2.  It will involve the land of Israel (2:1). 
3.  It is great, terrible, dark, and gloomy (2:2–11).  
4.  It will involve an invasion of Israel by a powerful army 
 (2: 2–9). 
5. The earth will quake, and the heavenly bodies will be 

 affected (2:10). 
 

Joel 2:28–3:21— far eschatology 

 

The final section of Joel continues the same characteristics as 
previous, but since the judgment phase is complete, adds a 
description of the blessedness of Messiah’s kingdom 

 
1.  The Spirit will be poured out (2:28–29). 
2. The earth will quake, and the heavenly bodies will be 

 affected (2:30–31).  
3.  The nations will be judged in the Valley of Jehoshaphat  
 (3:2, 14).  
4.  The godless will be destroyed (3:13). 
5.  The Messiah will reign and the land will be blessed (3:18).  
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Amos 5:18, 20 (755 BC) 

 
Amos wrote his prophecy to the Northern Kingdom when it 

was at a tremendous height in power and prosperity (cf. 3:15; 
5:11; 6:1-6; 8:5). Unfortunately, this success brought with it 
social injustice (2:6–7; 5:7; 6:12; 8:4–6), immorality (2:7), and 
abominable worship (5:21–23).  Evidently, the people mistakenly 
believed that the Lord was with them (5:14) and thus longed for 
the Day of the Lord (5:18a). Amos, however, decried their sins 
and warned them that the Day of the Lord held judgment for the 
nation (5:18b).24 Amos’s description of this time includes the 
following: 

 
1.  It will fall on Israel (5:1). 
2.  It will destroy the sinful of the nation (9:1–10). 
3.  It is a time of judgment from the Lord (5:17). 
4.  It is a day of darkness with no light (5:28, 20). 
5.  It is a time of woe (5:16). 
6.  It will be a time of restoration and blessing (9:11–15). 
 
While the passage concerning restoration is clearly far 

eschatological (9:11–15), it is probably best to take the passage 
in 5:18–20 as a reference to the fall of Samaria in 722 BC (cf. 2 
Kings 17).25 

 

 

 

                                                           

24 William Harper, Amos and Hosea (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1966), 
131–32. 

 
25 J. S. Wright, “Day of the Lord,” 269; Colin Brown, “Day of the Lord 

(Yahweh),” Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1975), 2:46; G. E. Ladd,  A Theology of the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 554; James Orr, “Eschatology of the 
Old Testament,” in International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 2:977. 
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Obadiah (848–841 BC) 

 
Obadiah’s message is primarily one of doom and judgment 

against Israel’s enemy Edom. The question of interest in Obadiah 
concerning this study is whether the Day of the Lord passage in 
15–21 relates to the near or far future. Some, such as Henderson, 
say that this was fulfilled in the Babylonian conquest of Idumea.26 
Kaiser suggests a fulfillment in the Maccabean period.27 On the 
other hand, Allen posits that the scope of the reference simply 
goes beyond 587 BC.  He writes, “He is still much concerned with 
Edom … but behind the fate of the nations … stands the fall of 
Jerusalem in 587.”28 Others like Feinberg relate the fall of Edom 
to the time just before the establishment of the millennium.29 

It is likely contextually best to regard 1–14 as a near future 
reference to the destruction of Edom by Nebuchadnezzar. Yet the 
language used in the rest of the book seems to point to the far 
future time of the Kingdom age. Mayhue suggests five supports 
for this view:30 (1) 1–14 deal with Edom followed by an abrupt 
shift in 15–16 dealing with all nations, (2) Edom becomes a 
pattern for future nations (16), (3) the destruction of the nations 
is an eschatological event, (4) Israel’s full restoration (17–21) 
will occur in the millennium, and 5) it is stated that the kingdom 
will be the Lord’s (21). Having done with this, it can briefly be 
observed how Obadiah describes the Day of the Lord. 

                                                           

26 E. Henderson, The Books of the Twelve Minor Prophets (London: 
Hamilton, Adams, and Co., 1845), 195. 

 
27 W. C. Kaiser, Toward an Old Testament Theology (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1978), 188. 
 
28 Leslie Allen, The Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Amos, NICOT 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 160–61.  
  
29 Charles Feinberg, Four Minor Prophets (Chicago: Moody, 1976), 

33-35. 
 
30 Mayhue, “Prophet’s Watchword;” 234–35. 
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1.  It will come upon Edom (1–14). 
2.  It will come upon all nations (15). 
3.  Nations will be judged by their treatment of Israel  
     15–16. 
4.  Israel will be delivered, returned to the land, and see the  
 establishment of the kingdom (17–21). 
  

Zephaniah 1:7, 14 (630 BC) 

 
The theme of Zephaniah’s prophecy is the judgment to come 

on Judah for her disobedience. However, it is still revealed that a 
remnant would be preserved in keeping with God’s faithfulness 
to the Covenant. The question which surfaces is how to relate the 
universality of judgment in 1:1–3 with the specific judgment on 
Judah by Babylon. Further, how does this relate to the future 
judgment of all nations pictured in 3:8 and the future restoration 
of Israel in 3:9–20? Again, it needs to be remembered, as in the 
other prophecies, that the prophets often wove together a near 
eschatological strand with a far eschatological strand into one 
whole Hannah explained that “Zephaniah saw Judah’s 
destruction and universal judgment as two parts of one grand 
event, the day of the Lord.”31 Likewise, Kaiser corroborated by 
noting that they “combined in one picture what history split into 
different times and events …. Hence the day of the Lord ran 
throughout the history of the kingdom of God so that it occurred 
in each particular judgment as evidence of its complete 
fulfillment.”32 

The following facts are observed about Zephaniah’s 
contribution about the Day of the Lord: 

  

                                                           

31 John Hannah, “Zephaniah,” in Bible Knowledge Commentary, 

1525. 
 
32 Kaiser, Toward an Old Testament Theology, 188; Ladd, Presence 

in the Future, 67. 
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1.  It is judgment from the Lord (1:1–4). 
2.  It is judgment on Judah (1:4). 
3.  It is judgment on all nations (3:8). 
4.  It is judgment on the rich, leaders, mighty, hardened, and  

   indifferent (1:6–12). 
5.  The ungodly will perish: 1:17–18 
6.  Idolatry will cease (1:4–5). 
7.  It is characterized by wrath, trouble, distress, desolation, 

darkness, gloominess, and clouds (1:15–17). 
8.  It will involve blessing and restoration for Israel (3:9–18). 
 

Zechariah 14:1 (520 BC) 

 

Since Zechariah was a post-exilic prophet writing after the 
Assyrian and Babylonian judgments, his prophecy concerning the 
Day of the Lord has a far eschatological reference. Some, such as 
Leupold,33 suggests that the prophecy of chapter 14 is figurative, 
describing NT times. However, if a normal hermeneutic is applied 
to this chapter, the prophecy has not come close to being fulfilled. 
From Zechariah’s use of the Day of the Lord, the following 
observations can be made: 

 
1.  Israel will be plundered by Gentile nations (4:1) 
2.  The Lord will fight against these armies (4:2) 
3.  The Messiah will return to the Mt. of Olives (14:4a) 
4.  There will be an earthquake (14:4b) 
5.  It will be an eternal day (14:7) 
6.  There will be a sufficient water supply (14:8) 
7.  The Lord will be king over a peaceful Jerusalem (14:9–11) 
8.  Israel’s enemies will be destroyed (14:12–15) 
9. The kingdom will be one of worship and holiness (14:16– 
  21) 
 
 

                                                           

33 H. C. Leupold, Exposition of Zechariah (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1971), 259. 
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Malachi 4:5 (435 BC) 

 

The final use of the phrase “Day of the Lord” is found in 
Malachi 4:5. Like many of the other prophets, Malachi is writing 
to Israel to enjoin them to faithfulness to the covenant in order to 
enjoy its blessings. The phrase occurs at the very end of the book 
in which Malachi speaks of the coming of Elijah before the Day of 
the Lord. It is not within the scope of this study to discuss the 
problems concerning Elijah other than to note that Malachi 
pictured the Day of the Lord in 4:1–5 as a time of judgment, 
desolation, and pain. 
 

Conclusion 

 

The purpose of this first major section has been to briefly 
survey those passages where the phrase “day of the Lord” 
appears. This was not meant to solve all of the problems in these 
texts but simply to supply enough data in order to deal 
intelligently with the questions raised in the subsequent sections 
regarding the Day of the Lord and the Rapture. 

 

DEFINITIONS OF THE DAY OF THE LORD 

 
Having made a survey of the key texts in the preceding 

section, it is interesting to note the various views on what exactly 
the Day of the Lord is. These views have been grouped into 
headings designated by the writer. 34 

                                                           

34 Some writers are easier than others to put into categories. The 
difficult ones are those who do not treat the Day of the Lord as a major 
issue (i.e., many post- and amillennialists). In such cases, what has been 
written is considered. For instance, amazingly, such a prolific theme as 
the Day of the Lord is barely touched on in Robert Reymond’s very 
helpful systematic theology. In addition, he misunderstands the 
dispensational perspective by indicating as a whole they believe the 
events of 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 occur seven years before the events 
of 5:1-11 (Robert Reymond, A New Systematic Theology of the Christian 

Faith [Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1998], 1023). Similarly, Wayne 
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#1 Future Judgment at Second Advent View 

 

This view sees the Day of the Lord as a purely eschatological 
event consisting of judgment only to take place at the second 
advent of Christ.  In many cases, proponents of this view 
substitute the Day of the Lord for the coming of Christ.  For 
example, B. B. Warfield spoke of the advent freely as the Day of 
the Lord, a term which from Joel’s time on has stood for a 
synonym of the final judgment.35 Likewise, Berkhof stated that 
“the terms parousia and Day of the Lord are used 
interchangeably.”36 Another advocate of this position is L. Cerny 
who wrote: 

 
We may say that the Day of Yahweh is the decreed, dark, dreadful, 
destructive and dangerous day .… this term is always in our literary 
documents applied to the final and universal judgment, and not to 
any less decisive intervention of God in the course of human 
history.”37 
 

From this view should be noted three things: (1) the term is 
applied to eschatological events, not historical; (2) the event 

                                                           

Grudem has no “day of the Lord” entry in the subject index of his 
Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1994). Millard Erickson touches on the Day of the Lord in 
relation to C. H. Dodd’s realized eschatology (Christian Theology [Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1985], 3:1159), briefly discusses 1 Thessalonians 5:2, 
but does not refer to the Day of the Lord (3:1190), and then rejects 
pretribulationism without dealing with the subject (3:1191–92). 

 
35 B. B. Warfield, Biblical Doctrines (New York: Oxford UP, 1929), 

603. 
 
36 L. Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 

696. 
 
37 L. Cerny, Day of Yahweh, vii, 26.  
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takes place at the second advent; and (3) the event includes 
judgment but not blessing. 

Though it is difficult to determine what is included in their 
entire scheme of the Day of the Lord, Fausset,38 Alford,39 
Milligan,40 and Oden41 appear to associate it strongly with the 
parousia as well. Whether these authors would admit to any 
historical aspects of the Day of the Lord is not known to the 
writer.42 

 

#2 Historical/Future Judgment at Second Advent View 

 

Those who espouse this view hold essentially the same 
position as those mentioned in the previous one. The difference 
is that they see the judgments in history as aspects of the Day of 
the Lord as well as the great judgment still in the future. Thus 
“days of the Lord” occurred in historical circumstances and the 
“day of the Lord” will take place at the close of the tribulation 
period at the second advent, and another Day of the Lord at the 
close of the millennium. Of this view, Mayhue writes: 

 
The Day of the Lord is a biblical phrase used by God’s prophets to 
describe either the immediate future or the ultimate eschatological 

                                                           

38 A. R. Fausset, A Commentary: Critical, Experimental, and Practical 

on the Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 3:467. 
 
39 Henry Alford, Alford’s Greek Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

1980), 3:267. 
 
40 George Milligan, St. Paul’s Epistle’s to the Thessalonians: 

Introductions and Notes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952), 64, 98. 
 
41 Thomas Oden, Systematic Theology: Life in the Spirit (Peabody, 

MA: Hendrickson, 2008), 409. 
 
42 William Hendriksen, New Testment Commentary: Exposition of I 

and II Thessalonians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1974), 122; James Frame, 
The Epistles of St. Paul to the Thessalonians (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 
1979), 178.  
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consummation …. I would also suggest that the day of the Lord will 

occur only at the end of the tribulation period, not throughout its 
duration, and that the Day of the Lord will occur only at the end of 
the millennium, not throughout its duration.43 
 

Keil, speaking of the Day of the Lord and the judgment of God, 
averred that history is “a continuous judgment, which will 
conclude at the end of this course of the world with a great and 
universal act of judgment.”44  In a similar strain, Calvin observed 
concerning this event that “he calls it the day of Jehovah, because 
in that day God would stretch forth his hand to execute judgment 
. . . . God calls it His own day, when he will openly shine forth and 
appear as the judge of the world.”45  In summarizing this view, 
four points should be noted: (1) it includes historical judgments, 
(2) it includes eschatological judgments, (3) it excludes 
eschatological blessing, and (4) it excludes the tribulation period. 

 
#3 Historical Judgment and Future Judgment/ 

Blessing at Second Advent View 

 

This view is identical to the preceding except for the fact that 
in the future aspect, it says that the Day of the Lord includes the 
judgments at the second advent plus the blessings of the 
millennium. Gaebelein stated that the “day of Jehovah is that 

                                                           

43 Richard Mayhue, “The Prophet’s Watchword: Day of the Lord,” 
245, 246. 

 
44 C. F. Keil, Jeremiah, Lamentations, 186–87. 
 
45 John Calvin, Calvin’s Commentaries, vol. 14, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, 

Jonah, Micah, Nahum (repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 36. See 

also John Eadie, The John Eadie Text Commentaries, vol. 5, Thessalonians 

(1877; repr., Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979), 175; F.  F. Bruce, 1 & 2 

Thessalonians, WBC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 109; and Wolf, 

“Thessalonians,” 110. 
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lengthened period of time beginning with the return of the Lord 
in glory, and ending with the purgation of the heavens and earth 
by fire preparatory to the new heavens and new earth.”46 
Likewise Chafer wrote that this is “the lengthened period of a 
thousand years that begins, generally speaking with the second 
advent of Christ and the judgments connected therewith, and 
ends with the passing of the present heaven and the present 
earth …. The Day of the Lord is characterized by the reign of 
Christ over Israel.”47 

Similarly, Smith expresses the same view in that “when God 
wipes out a nation for its sin, the Day of the Lord happens for that 
group of people .... At the end of human history the final Day of 
the Lord will take place when God defeats all enemies, sets up his 
glorious kingdom, and reigns over this world as king.”48 

A final statement of this view is made by John Freeman who 
says that the Day of the Lord “begins at the second coming and 
will include the final judgment …. It will include the millennial 
judgment and culminate in the new heavens and the new earth.”49 

                                                           

46 Gaebelein, Four Minor Prophets (Chicago: Moody, 1976), 33. 
 
47 Chafer, Systematic Theology, 4:398. 
 
48 Gary Smith, Isaiah 1–39, NAC (Nashville: B & H Publishing, 2007), 

297. 
 
49 John Freeman, “Day of the Lord,” in Zondervan Pictorial Bible 

Dictionary, ed. J. D. Douglas and Merrill C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1976), 204. 
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This is also the position of G. N. H. Peters,50 H. C. Thiessen,51 and 
The Scofield Reference Bible. 52 

In summarizing this position, several points are noteworthy: 
(1) the future aspect is emphasized almost to the exclusion of the 
historical, (2) the period begins with the premillennial advent, 
and (3) the period includes both judgment and blessing. 

 
#4 Historical Judgment,  

Future Judgment at Tribulation Period, 

 and Blessing at Millennium View 

 

There are two basic differences between this view and the 
preceding. First, this view gives more of an emphasis to the 
historical aspects of the Day of the Lord. And second, this position 
sees the future aspect beginning with the tribulation rather than 
with the second advent. It is the position of the writer that this 
view best squares with the textual data as found in the previous 
chapter.  

                                                           

50 G. N. H. Peters, The Theocratic Kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ as 

Covenanted in the Old Testament and Presented in the New Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1972), 2:410–11. 

 
51 H. C. Thiessen, Introductory Lectures in Systematic Theology 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952), 507. 
 
52 Scofield Reference Bible, 1349. Interestingly, Cooke states, “By 

Ezekiel and other post-exilic prophets the word was used with an added 
significance; the Day was to consummate the overthrow of heathenism 
and user in the age of blessedness” (G. A. Cooke, A Critical and Exegetical 

Commentary on the Book of Ezekiel, [Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1936], (78). 
Others include Ernest Best, A Commentary on the First and Second 

Epistles to the Thessalonians, HNTC (NY: Harper and Row, 1972), 206; 
Michael Martin, 1, 2 Thessalonians, NAC (Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman, 1995), 158–59; Gene Green, The Letters to the Thessalonians, 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 232; G. K. Beale, 1–2 Thessalonians, 

IVP NT Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003), 143–44. 
 



90     The Journal of Ministry and Theology    

 

By way of introduction a brief description needs to be given 

concerning the word “day.”  Most often the word יום is used to 

specify a unit of time such as the hours of daylight (Gen 1:5, 16; 
Josh 6:15; Isa 27:3), or a legal or civil day (Lev 23:32).53 The word 
is also used to speak of an unspecified period of time (Isa 49:8; 2 
Cor 6:2). Such is the case with the Day of the Lord. Each time the 
phrase appears, it must be examined in its context to determine 
its duration. Cerny offered this helpful comment: 

 
Time is not only actually closely associated with all of the contents 
by which it is filled, but that it is identical with them, that they are 
its very “substance” because for the Hebrew mind time does not 
exist as an empty “form or frame”  …. When mention is made of the 
day of Jerusalem, Jezreel or Midian, then it applies to events of 
decisive importance in their lives, just as the Day of Yahweh is the 
violent actions, in which Yahweh more particularly manifests 
himself.54 

 
In a similar statement, G. A. Gay remarks that “in Semitic 

thought it was customary to designate events of importance with 
the term day.”55 With this in mind, one could say that “day” with 
reference to Yahweh was a concept used to interpret momentous 
events in which Yahweh was present in the world through his 
ongoing activities.56 As Wolff suggested, “day does not mean a 
definite extent of time, but rather a definite event in time whose 
nature is determined by the associated personal name.”57 Or 

                                                           

53 For other uses see Brown, Driver, Briggs, A Hebrew–English 

Lexicon of the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon Press, n.d.), 398–401.  
 
54 Cerny, The Day of Yahweh, 5.  
 
55 G. A. Gay, “Days of Christ, God, the Lord,” 295.  
 
56 A. J. Everson, “Days of Yahweh,” JBL 93 (1974): 335, 337. 
 
57 Hans Wolff, Joel and Amos, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 

1977), 33.  
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more simply, the Day of Yahweh is a time which belongs to him 
in which he intervenes into human history. Thus, as Allen noted, 
“In … the prophetic teaching handed down …. the Day of Yahweh 
had a double, even a triple function.”58 With this as a background, 
it can now be examined how this is accomplished. 

 
Historical judgment 

 
 It should be clear from the survey of texts that there were 

“days of the Lord” fulfilled in history.  It was suggested that these 
included: 

 
 (1) judgment on God’s enemies. Babylon was judged at the 

hands of the Assyrians (Isa 13:6, 9); Egypt was judged at the 
hands of the Babylonians (Jer 46:10; Ezek 30: 2–4); Edom was 
judged at the hands of Nebuchadnezzar (Isa 34: 8–9;  Obad 1–14), 
and  

 
(2) judgment on God’s people. Not only did the Day of the 

Lord signify a judgment on God’s enemies, but at time on his 
people as well. Judah was invaded by Assyria (Joel 1:15; 2:1, 11); 
Israel was deported by Assyria (Amos 5:18, 20); and Judah was 
judged using the Babylonians (Ezek 13:5; Zeph 1:4–13). 

 
It can be seen that the Day of the Lord often included 

historical events from a current perspective, or near 
eschatological events when they were prophesied. These 
involved the judgment of Israel herself as well as judgments on 
her enemies. 

  
Future Judgment 

 

A great amount of the revelation concerning the Day of the 
Lord also had a reference to far eschatological judgment. If one 

                                                           

58 Allen, Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Micah, 100.  
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follows normal interpretation, the fulfillment of the judgment has 
not taken place.59 Some examples include (1) judgment on the 
nations. It is revealed that there is a coming day of the Lord in 
which the nations will be judged (Obad 15–16; Isa 13:9, 11;  Zeph. 
3:8; Zech 14. 2–3), (2) judgment on Israel. It is also seen that the 
nation of Israel will receive judgment (Zech 14:2; Amos 9:9, 10), 
and (3) judgment and nature. It should also be remembered that 
this future judgment will be one of terror and agony. In addition, 
at this time cosmic changes and earthquakes will temporarily 
occur. (Joel 2:30–31; Isa 2:19, 21). 

It is concluded that the prophets wove together aspects of 
near and far judgment. It is further seen that the prophets did not 
regard the Day of the Lord as a once and for all event.  R. G. 
Gruenler put it in these words: 

 
The Lord will act in a might way to judge evil and redeem his people 
… which we may designate F1 (Future 1) and F2 (Future 2) 
respectively. In prophetic poetry the two themes are repeated and 
interwoven as highly charged eschatological warnings and 
promises that often refer to historical events just past or soon to 
come, as well as to the long-range messianic age.60 

 
Also relating the historical day of the Lord to the future day 

of the Lord, Kaiser explains: “that final time would be climactic 
and the sum of all the rest. Though the events of their own times 
fitted the pattern of God’s future judgment, that final day was 
nevertheless immeasurably larger and more permanent in its 
salvific and judgmental effects.”61 So, these “days of the Lord” in 

                                                           

59 For one who says these have been fulfilled in the present age, see 
Oswald Allis, Prophecy and the Church (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and 
Reformed, 1945), 135. 

 
60 R. G. Gruenler, “Last Days, Days,” in Evangelical Dictionary of 

Theology, 619.  
 
61 W. C. Kaiser, Towards an Old Testament Theology, 191. 
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history are foretastes or trailers of the time in the future of 
climactic, decisive judgment.62 

 

Future Blessing in the Millennial Kingdom 

 

Not only does this view admit to historical and future 
judgment, but it also insists on future blessing unlike the first two 
views. Working from the analogy of a solar day which extended 
from sunset to sunset (Lev 23:32), McClain suggests that 
similarly the Day of the Lord will be a period composed of both 
darkness and light.63 Feinberg concurs when he writes that this 
will be a time “of the rule of the Messiah of Israel over them in 
Jerusalem on the throne of David.”64 Walvoord agrees when he 
states, “The significant truth revealed here is that the day of the 
Lord which first inflicts terrible judgments ends with an 
extended period of blessing on Israel, which will be fulfilled in the 
millennial kingdom …  a time of special divine blessing.”65 

When the Day of the Lord passages are studied, this view 
seems to hold up. This is demonstrated in a number of passages 
(e. g., Isa 2:1–4; Joel 2:32; Amos 9:11–15; Obad 17–21; Zeph 3:9–
20; Zech 14:9–21). They occur in the same context as the 
judgment aspect of the Day of the Lord and include restoration of 
Israel, the establishment of the kingdom, the blessing of the land, 
etc. For instance, when one reads “in that day the mountains shall 
drop with new wine, and the hills shall flow with milk …. and a 
fountain shall come forth from the house of the Lord (Joel 3:18), 
the natural question is “what day?”  The answer should be found 
in the context.  It is there discovered that the Day of the Lord is 

                                                           

62 Brown, “Day of the Lord,” 1:47. 
 
63 Alva McClain, The Greatness of the Kingdom (Winona Lake, IN: 

BMH, 1983), 178. 
 
64 Feinberg, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, 15. 
 
65 J. F. Walvoord, “Posttribulationism Today,” BSac 134 (1977): 8.  
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mentioned in 2:1, 11, 31; 3:14.  It is logical to conclude then that 
the “day” to which Joel is referring is the same “day” he has been 
talking about throughout his entire prophecy. This same formula 
is seen in Amos 9:11, Jeremiah 30:8, Hosea 2:18, and Zephaniah 
3:11. Based on these observations, Erich Saur writes, “It is clear 
that he [Joel] connects the term day of the Lord not with the 
gloomy time of judgment only, but also, and as concerns the 
length of the period, even chiefly with the glorious time of the 
visible kingdom of God.”66 In the same manner, Colin Brown 
observes from the Amos passage that “Amos’ vision of the day 
oscillates between battles, natural disasters and supernatural 
calamities, but he ends on a note of hope.”67 And finally, Allen 
remarks, “the Day of Yahweh thus reaches a climax in the 
fulfillment of covenant blessing of the penitent people in the 
land.”68 Thus, this period belonging to Yahweh not only displays 
his wrath, but his mercy and grace as well.69 

                                                           

66 Erich Sauer, From Eternity to Eternity: An Outline of the Divine 

Purpose (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 77.  
 
67 Brown, “Day of the Lord,” 1:46; Clarence Mason, “The Day of the 

Lord,” BSac 125 (1968): 354–55; E. H. Plumptre, “Isaiah,” in Ellicott’s 

Commentary on the Whole Bible: A Verse By Verse Explanation; (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, n.d.), 4:423. 

 
68 Allen, The Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Micah, 38.  
 
69 An interesting observation was made in the history of this 

discussion by J. T. Cooper who said that the millennium could also be 
seen as a period of judgment since unbelievers would be present during 
that time which would culminate in the Great White Throne (J. T. 
Cooper, “The Judgment, or Judgments,” in The Second Coming of Christ: 

Premillennial Essays of the Prophetic Conference Held in the Church of the 

Holy Trinity, New York City [Chicago: Revell, 1879], 247). The writer was 
not able to acquire this volume and the information is taken from Craig 
Blaising, “The Day of the Lord: Theme and Pattern in Biblical Theology,” 
BSac 169 no. 673 (January 2012): 5. While it is true that Christ will need 
to reign with a rod of iron during the Kingdom age, this time should still 
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Beginning at the Tribulation 

 

Among those who believe in a literal tribulation yet to come, 
the timing of the period is one of the key areas of debate when it 
comes to the subject of the Day of the Lord. The difficulty lies in 
the fact that the Bible does not explicitly state when the Day 
begins. However, when all of the references in both Testaments 
which speak of the tribulation are examined, it appears that the 
Day of the Lord will include that seven–year period. The purpose 
of the following survey is to see how passages throughout the 
Bible concerning the tribulation compare to those already 
surveyed in which use the phrase “day of the Lord,” thus showing 
this to be at least a reasonable inference. 

 
Revelation 6–19 

 

Event(s) 

Old Testament 

“Day of 

the Lord” 

Revelation 6-19 

earthquakes/cosmic 

Isaiah 2:19, 

21;  

Joel 2:30 
6:12–14 

men hiding 
Isaiah 2:10, 

19 
6:15 

wrath 

Isaiah 13:6, 

9, 11; 

Zephaniah 1:15 

6:17 

trees and grass burned 
Zephaniah 

1:15 
8:7 

woe 
Ezekiel 

30:2; Joel 2:1-2 
8:13 

hail 
Ezekiel 

13:11, 13 
8:7 

                                                           

be viewed as the “light” of the Day since the characteristic is a time of 
righteousness and the fulfillment of Israel’s covenants. 
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Israel persecuted 

Isaiah 2:6; 

Zechariah 14:1-

2 

12:6, 16, 17; 13:7 

proud humbled 
Isaiah 2:11, 

12 
6:15 

darkness and pain 
Joel 2:31; 

Amos 5:18, 20 
16:2, 8–10 

wrath on nations 

Isaiah 13:9, 

11; Obadiah 15, 

16; Zephaniah 

1:15 

6:15–17; 11:18 

 

It can be seen from this brief comparison that there is a great 
deal of similarity between the judgments of the Day of the Lord 
and those of the tribulation period in Revelation 6–19. It is 
doubtful that these refer to two separate events or that these 
could all be restricted to the end of the tribulation. 

 
Other Old Testament References 

 

There are hundreds of OT passages which have an eye to the 
future tribulation period. By examining a handful of them, the 
general teaching can be seen. It is said to be a time of devouring, 
desolation, and burning (Isa 24:1, 3, 6); a time of earthquakes and 
punishment (Isa 24:19-21); a time of indignation (Isa 26:20, 21); 
a time of vengeance and recompense (Isa 34:8); a time of Jacob’s 
trouble (Jer 30:7); a time of desolations (Dan 9:26); a time of 
seven years (Dan 9:27); a time of unparalleled tribulation (Dan 
12:1); and a time of fierce judgment on the wicked (Mal 4:1). 
These too, appear to refer to the period of the Day of the Lord. 

 

The Olivet Discourse 

 
Moreover, there are also a number of descriptions in the 

Olivet Discourse concerning the tribulation which parallel with 
those of the Day of the Lord. These include a time of 
unprecedented tribulation (Matt 24:21); a time of unprecedented 
turmoil (Matt 24:6, 7); a lack of peace (Matt 24:1–7); a time of 
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famine (Matt 24:7); a time of death (Matt 24: 7–8); and a time of 
persecution for Israel (Matt 24:9). These characteristics are in 
keeping with Day of the Lord texts, Revelation 6–19, other OT 
references, and the Olivet Discourse. 

 
Key New Testament Texts 

 

Up to this point, the texts provided show the reasonableness 
of holding that the Day of the Lord includes the tribulation 
period; however, it must be admitted that they do not prove it.   
There are, though, some key passages in the NT which further 
strengthen this position. The first is Matthew 24: 6, 7, 21 (cf. Dan 
12:1). These verses state that the tribulation is a period of unique 
and unparalleled wrath. This being the case, it is difficult to 
imagine that the OT foreshadowing of the future Day of the Lord 
would not include this period. This is further confirmed by the 
fact that Christ said that even in the future the trouble of the 
tribulation would not be equaled. This would include the 
judgment to be poured out at the second advent.70 Therefore, it is 

                                                           

64 For an assessment of the view that the events of the discourse 
were fulfilled in AD 70, see Stanley Toussaint, “A Critique of the 
Preterist View of the Olivet Discourse,” BSac 161, no. 644 (October 
2004): 469–90. For a preterist/futurist debate see Thomas Ice and 
Kenneth Gentry, The Great Tribulation, Past or Future: Two Evangelicals 

Debate the Question (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1999). In his historical study 
on the early church and preterism, H. Wayne House concludes: 

 
An examination of the patristic literature from the late first century 
of the Christian era through the eighth century reveals that this 
sampling [Epistle of Barnabas, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, 
Irenaeus, Hippolytus, Origen, Athanasius, Cyril of Jerusalem, Basil, 
Jerome, Chrysostom, Augustine, John of Damascus] of the words of 
the Fathers demonstrates that what is known as Preterism held 
virtually no sway in the eschatological perspectives taught by the 
Church Fathers. Though not all were pre-millennialists, nor 
futurists in the contemporary sense, nonetheless the overwhelming 
consensus was that the Second Coming of Christ was future from 
each of the writer’s time frame and that it included the revelation 
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probably best to view the whole period of unprecedented 
judgment included in the concept of the Day of the Lord.71 

                                                           

of the Antichrist before the coming of Christ, an apostasy, a 
tribulation of the saints, and for some a millennial kingdom 
following the coming. Though the perspectives on the place of the 
Jews in the future kingdom of God, the millennial reign of David’s 
Son, and other important doctrines were not consistent among the 
Fathers, largely I believe dependent on the influence of the apostles 
in Asia and neo-Platonic thought in Egypt, nevertheless the Church 
looked for a future coming of Christ in judgment on a rejecting 
sinful world but a Blessed Hope of the coming of Christ for His 
Church. 
 
(H. Wayne House, “The Understanding of the Church Fathers 

Regarding the Olivet Discourse and the Fall of Jerusalem” Paper 
presented at the Pre-Trib Conference, 2009). 

 

71 Also related to the time of the discourse’s fulfillment is Jesus’ 
statement in Matthew 24:34 where he says to his disciples “Truly, I say 
to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take 
place” (ESV). The key question has to do with what Jesus meant when 

he referred to “this generation” (γενεὰ αὕτη). The importance of the 

issue lies in the fact that one’s interpretation of this phrase will impact 
the time the discourse is fulfilled. There have been at least seven 
interpretations which will be briefly mentioned here: 

 
(1) Some imply that the “generation” was Jesus’ disciples. Since all 

of the events did not occur during their lifetime, Jesus made a 
mistake due to his humanness. 
 

(2) The second view also sees the generation as Jesus’ disciples, but 
since the events did not occur literally during their lifetime, 
Jesus was speaking metaphorically and find their fulfillment in 
AD 70. This is the common approach of preterism. 

 
(3) Others interpret “generation” as a race of people. Thus Jesus 

meant that the Jewish race would not come to an end before 
events of the discourse had been fulfilled (and of course would 
continue after that). 
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The second NT text is Matthew 24:15/2 Thessalonians 
2:3/Daniel 9:27. It is seen from Daniel 9:27 that the seventieth 
week (seven years) of Daniel begins with the signing of a 
covenant between the Antichrist and Israel. In the midst of the 
week (3 ½ years), he breaks this covenant (cf., 2 Thess. 2:4).72 In 

                                                           

(4) Another suggested possibility centers around the verb “take 
place” which can have the sense of “to begin.” This would take 
the verb as an ingressive aorist focusing on the beginning of the 
events. Therefore the events of the discourse would begin in 
the days of the present disciples but would not be completed 
until the Lord returned. 

 
(5) A fifth possibility is to see the discourse as an instance of a 

prophecy which has multiple fulfillments. There is then a 
fulfillment in AD 70 and another fulfillment in the future 
tribulation and second coming. 

 
(6) Another option is to take “this generation” as a technical phrase 

referring to an evil class of people which opposes Jesus’ disciples and 
God’s program. 

 
(7) A final suggestion is that the phrase “this generation” should be 

governed by the phrase “all these things.” So, this generation refers to 
the generation which witnesses “the things” mentioned in the 
discourse. In other words, the generation which is alive at the time will 
see the beginning and ending of these events. 

It should be noted that views 3–7 are all compatible (though not all 
equally valid) with the futuristic understanding of the discourse as 
adopted in this section. Perhaps the most compelling view is #6. For a 
full defense of this position see Neil Nelson, “‘This Generation’ in 
Matthew 24:34: A Literary Critical Perspective,” JETS 38, no. 3 
(September 1996). See also the discussion in Susan Rieske, “What is the 
Meaning of ‘This Generation’ in Matthew 23:36,” (24:36) [sic] BSac 165, 
no. 658 (April–June 2008): 209–226. 

 
72 For a discussion and validation of this chronology, see H. A. 

Ironside, Biblical Eschatology (New York: Loizeaux Brothers, 1947), 15–
26; Alva McClain, Daniel’s Prophecy of the Seventy Weeks, 49–67; Harold 
Hoehner, Chronological Aspects in the Life of Christ (Grand Rapids: 
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Matthew 24:4–31, Christ lays out for the disciples the program of 
Daniel’s seventieth week (the tribulation). In this discourse, 
Christ cites Daniel’s prophecy regarding the breaking of the 
covenant as the middle of the tribulation period (Matt 24:15), and 
that this event would mark a time of unprecedented trouble 
(Matt 24:21). Thus, the tribulation begins with the signing of the 
covenant, and the middle is marked by the breaking of that 
covenant. Finally, in 2 Thessalonians 2:2, Paul confirmed that the 
Day of the Lord comes when the son of perdition is revealed (the 
beginning of the tribulation, to be followed by the abomination of 
desolation (2 Thess 2:3). 

In summary, Daniel marks the beginning of the tribulation as 
the signing of a covenant between Israel and the antichrist. 
Likewise, Paul equates the beginning of the Day of the Lord with 
the revelation of the antichrist. Then, Daniel and Jesus mark the 
middle of the tribulation by the breaking of that same covenant. 

The third text is 1 Thessalonians 5:2–3. There are two points 
to be observed from this passage. The first is the fact that Paul 
says the Day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night. Since the 
second coming is preceded by signs (Matt 24–25), if the Day of 
the Lord came at this time, it would not be unexpected as a thief. 
Thus, the time which best describes this beginning of the Day of 
the Lord would be the beginning of the tribulation rather than the 
end. The second point is that Paul says the Day of the Lord comes 
at a time when there is peace and safety. The end of the 
tribulation could hardly be said to be a time of peace and safety, 
for at the end of the tribulation all nations will surround Palestine 
(Zech 12:3; 14:2; Rev 16:14). Therefore, the feeling of peace and 
safety would fit better with the beginning of the tribulation (cf. 

                                                           

Zondervan, 1975); J. D. Pentecost, Things to Come (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1979), 239–50; Robert Anderson, The Coming Prince: The 

Marvelous Prophecy of Daniel’s Seventy Weeks Concerning the Antichrist, 
17th ed. (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1984), 121–23. However, for a recent 
dispensational discussion of the issue which reaches a different 
conclusion, see Christopher Hughes, “The Terminus ad Quem of Daniel’s 
69th Week: A Novel Solution,” Journal of Dispensational Theology 17, no. 
51 (Summer/Fall, 2013). 
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Ezek 38:11) especially due to the fact that the seventieth week 
begins with a covenant of peace. 

Paul is therefore communicating here that the start of the Day 
of the Lord is a signless event. This is contrary to the post-
tribulational view since they hold that the Day of the Lord is 
preceded by signs. This would not be the case if the Day of the 
Lord took place well into the tribulation period. For the church to 
be delivered from the period (1 Thess 5:9) would require a 
deliverance before it starts, not during or after. It is the 
unbeliever, not the believer, who will be surprised at the onset of 
the Day of the Lord. Commenting on 2 Thessalonians 2, Blaising 
stated well that “believers will experience deliverance by means 
of the rapture, and unbelievers will be as if they are caught in a 
trap with the unfolding consequences of the day of the Lord 
event-complex.”73 

 
Conclusion 

 
The view which best fits the cumulative, biblical data is the 

“historical judgment, future judgment at Tribulation period and 
blessing at Millennium view” (view #4; see chart below). So it is 
seen that the Day of the Lord is a time of divine intervention into 
the affairs of men. This phenomenon has taken place historically, 
which is but a picture of that future intervention of judgment 
beginning at the Tribulation. The “light” or blessing aspect of the 
Day will be experienced during the Kingdom age after Israel has 
been brought to repentance in keeping with the “unconditional” 
nature of the OT promises.74 

                                                           

73 Craig Blaising, “The Day of the Lord and the Rapture,” BSac 169, 
no. 675 (Jul 2012): 270. 

 
74 The reason the blessing aspect of the Day of the Lord was never 

present during the historical days of the Lord was due to Israel’s 
disobedience under the theocratic arrangement with Yahweh. When 
Israel is given a new heart as promised in the new covenant, the blessing 
aspect of the Day of the Lord will shortly follow. 
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View Historical 

Judgment 

Future 

Judgment 

Begins at 

Start of the 

Tribulation 

period 

At/includes 

the Second 

Advent 

Includes 

the 

Kingdom 

Age75 

#1   X     X  
#2 X X  X  
#3 X X  X X 
#4 X X X X X 

 
 

THE TERMINUS A QUO OF THE DAY OF THE LORD 

 IN RELATION TO THE RAPTURE 

 
It has been proposed and validated thus far that the Day of 

the Lord, in addition to having historical expressions throughout 
the OT era, will overtake the world at the onset of the tribulation 
and will extend through the kingdom age. This view is illustrated 
below.76 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                           

75 The use of “kingdom age” instead of millennium is on purpose. 
Dispensationalists need to stress and continue to argue strongly that 
their view of the kingdom is grounded in the OT material and 
expectation of the OT hope and covenants by Christ and the apostles. 
There is a sense in which the duration of that kingdom age as mentioned 
in Revelation 20 is not the crux of the debate and is not necessary for 
the position. 

 
76 This chart was produced by Devin Purgason, who is a student at 

Piedmont International University. 
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HISTORIC DAYS OF THE LORD 

Judgment 
on Babylon 

Judgment 
on Edom 

Judgment 
on Israel 

Judgment 
on Assyria 

Judgment  
on Judah 

 
 

FUTURE DAY OF THE LORD 

 

Darkness 
 
Terminus a quo: 
Begins at the inception 
of Tribulation 

 

 

1 Thessalonians 1:10 

 

In 1 Thessalonians 1:2–10 Paul gives three reasons he is 
thankful for the Thessalonian believers. The purpose of this 
thanksgiving is to encourage them to stand fast in the persecution 
they are facing. The third reason he gives for his thankfulness is 
the positive reports he has heard concerning them (8–10). Part 
of the good report the apostle had received about the 
Thessalonians is found in 1:10: “and to wait for his Son from 
heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us 
from the wrath to come” (ESV). There are four brief, but 
important, observations to make on this verse. First, the present 

active infinitive “wait” (ἀναμένειν) is used only here77 in the NT 

and carries the idea of “wait for, expect,”78 “to remain in a place 

                                                           

77 The thought, however, is found elsewhere in Paul. See F. F. Bruce, 

1 & 2 Thessalonians (Waco, TX: Word, 1982), 18. 
 
78 Arndt, William, Frederick W. Danker, and Walter Bauer. BDAG, 

68. 

Light 

 
Terminus ad quem: 

Concludes at the end of 
the Kingdom age 
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and/or state, with expectancy concerning a future event—‘to 
await, to wait for,’”79 or “to wait expectantly.”80 It should be 
observed that the verb is not merely a bland waiting, but involves 
patience and expectancy.81 This verse rings loudly in concert with 
the many NT references which teach imminency.82 In the ongoing 
debate between pretribulationists and posttribulationists this is 
a crucial point.83 For the former the rapture is imminent, but for 
the latter the rapture cannot be imminent since there are signs 
which occur before the second coming. The question regarding 

ἀναμένειν therefore is: were the Thessalonians eagerly awaiting 

the “any moment” rapture of the church or were they eagerly 
awaiting something which could not take place until other events 
occurred first? Theoretically, one could argue for either. 
However, the cumulative impact of the entire verse and what 
Paul will say later in the letter must be the determinative factor. 

The second important observation from 1:10 has to do with 

the preposition ἐκ in the phrase “from the wrath to come.”84 

                                                           

79 Johannes P Louw., and Eugene Albert Nida. Greek-English Lexicon 

of the New Testament: Based on Semantic Domains (New York: United 
Bible Societies, 1996), 1:729. 

 
80 Newman, Barclay M., Jr. A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the 

New Testament (Stüttgart, Germany: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft; United 
Bible Societies, 1993), 12. 

 
81 C. F. Hogg and W. E. Vine, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the 

Thessalonians (Shreveport, LA: Lambert, 1977), 46. 
 
82 Of course “imminency” does not mean that something is 

necessarily soon, but that it could happen at any moment. 
 
83 For an excellent discussion of imminency, see Earl Radmacher, 

“The Imminent Return of the Lord,” in Issues in Dispensationalism, ed. 
Wesley R. Willis, John P. Master, and Charles C. Ryrie (Chicago: Moody, 
1994), 247–67. 

 
84 There is a textual discrepancy as to whether the preposition 

should be ἐκ or ἀπό. After a thorough analysis of the data, Wallace 
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Leading post-tribulational scholar Robert Gundry is insistent that 

ἐκ must carry the sense that the Christian will be kept through 

the tribulation only to emerge out of the period before the divine 
wrath engulfs the world. In other words, the preposition means 

“out from within.”85 In commenting on τηρέω ἐκ in Revelation 

3:10, Gundry writes that “ἐκ lays all the emphasis on emergence, 

in this verse on the final, victorious outcome of the keeping-

guarding,”86 and that if “ἐκ ever occurs without the thought of 

emergence, it does so very exceptionally.”87 However, this view 

of ἐκ generally, or in 1 Thessalonians 1:10/Revelation 3:10 in 

particular suffers from a number of problems, the use of the 

                                                           

concludes that the ἀπό reading should be favored. Though ἐκ has the 

strength of aleph and B, he argues that the Western-Byzantine could 
actually be earlier, and that the internal evidence definitely leans 

toward ἀπό (Dan Wallace, “A Textual Problem in 1 Thessalonians 1:10: 

Ἐκ τῆς Ὀργῆς vs. Ἀπὸ τῆς Ὀργῆς” BSac 147, no. 588 [1990]: 470-479). 

Regardless, the writer is going to assume in this article that ἐκ is the 

correct reading. This is not due to the belief that ἐκ is the correct reading 

(though there is also valid evidence that it is), but for sake of argument. 
As will be seen, posttribulationist Gundry supports his view in part on 

the use of ἐκ in Revelation 3:10. He says that if 3:10 had used ἀπό this 

would at least permit the possibility of a pretrib rapture; however, the 

use of ἐκ is decidedly against it (The Church and the Tribulation [Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1973], 57). Not surprisingly, Gundry adopts the ἐκ 

reading in 1 Thessalonians 1:10 (Ibid.). Therefore, not to stack the deck 
in favor of a perceived pretrib reading, the “posttrib” reading will be 
taken. 

 
85 Gundry, Church and the Tribulation, 55–56.  

 
86 Ibid., 57. 
 
87 Ibid, 56. 
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preposition is too varied to virtually assert a technical meaning.88 

Thomas Edgar has categorized the 923 NT uses of ἐκ as follows.89 

 
 

Cause 20 Partitive 130 

Content 32 Separation 52 

Emergence 186 Source 253 

Location 23 Time 16 

Means 90   

 

Second, Gundry uses the same argument regarding ἐκ in his 

explanation of Revelation 3:10. However as Wallace notes: “If ἐκ 

is related to a noun or is governed by a non-motion verb ... it will 
not necessarily imply motion .... The grammatical argument is not 
on the side of posttributionism, in spite of Gundry’s certitude.90 

Third, it is therefore too simplistic to say that ἐκ must indicate 

that something emerges from being in something else. For 
instance, in 2 Corinthians 1:10 Paul says that he was delivered 

from death. Paul uses the same verb (ρυόμενον) and the same 

preposition (ἐκ) as in 1 Thessalonians 1:10. The preposition does 

not force the conclusion that he was “in” death and then emerged 

                                                           

88 For example, origin, source, agency, basis, cause, and means 
(Murray Harris, Prepositions and Theology in the Greek New Testament: 

An Essential Resource for Exegesis [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012], 
103-104. Wallace adds separation, temporal, and partitive to the list 
(Dan Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics [Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1996], 371. See also the uses in BADG, 295–98. 

 
89 Thomas Edgar, “Robert H. Gundry and Revelation 3:10,” Grace 

Theological Journal 3, no. 1 (1982): 26–27. 

 
90 Daniel Wallace, “A Note on τηρήσω ἐκ in Revelation 3:10,” 

<bible.org/article/note-revelation-310> (accessed 29 March 2015). 
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from it; rather, he was spared from death.91 Fourth, even if the 
preposition denoted a type of emergence, this would still not 
argue for postribulationism. This is because the posttrib position 
argues for a rapture before the Day of the Lord begins toward the 
end of the tribulation, not an emergence from what has already 
started. Fifth, when Paul says in 1 Thessalonians 1:10 that the 

believers will be delivered ἐκ wrath, they are already in a state of 

being outside of God’s wrath. Therefore, the meaning could not 
be either that they would be placed in God’s wrath only to be 
removed at a later time, or be protected through God’s wrath. 
Thus the point is that they will be delivered from wrath without 
ever experiencing it. Sixth, by the time of the NT a careful 

distinction between ἐκ and ἀπό was fading and could explain why 

there is even a textual variant here—the uses of the prepositions 
overlapped. 

While there are numerous uses of the preposition, the sense 
in this text would imply the idea of “from” indicating exclusion. 
Accordingly, Wanamaker has “saved or rescued from 
something”92 as do all of the major translations (ESV, KJV, NASB, 
NIV, NJB, NKJV, NLT, NRS). Clearly, none of the versions are 
persuaded to an emergence, or “out of” idea in this context. 

A third point of interest is the present participle (ρυόμενον) 

translated as “rescues,” “saves,” or “delivers” in the various 
versions. The participle is best taken substantivally thus yielding 
a translation of “the one who delivers,” or even “the deliverer.” 
Hiebert adds that the verbal “places the emphasis upon the 
greatness of the peril from which deliverance is given by a mighty 

                                                           

91 See also the following passages: John 20:21; Acts 12:7; 27:29; 
28:4. 

 
92 Charles Wanamaker, The Epistles to the Thessalonians: A 

Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 
88. 
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act of power.”93 Or as stated by Frame, God’s Son comes “to finish 
his work as rescuer, by freeing believers from the impending 
judgment.”94 

This leads to the fourth important observation from this 
verse, namely, what is this impending judgment? What is the peril 
from which the believer is delivered? Or, to use Paul’s words, 
what is the “wrath to come?” Since Paul qualifies the wrath as 
something that is future, he is either referring to the pending Day 
of the Lord or the divine wrath of hell. Upon surveying the thirty-

six NT uses of ὀργή it is apparent that either is possible. As is 

normally the case, one should look for contextual considerations 
to see which way the interpretation should tilt. There are a 
number of reasons which would argue the wrath of the Day of the 
Lord to be in view: (1) since the next wave of divine wrath to 
come on the world is the Day of the Lord wrath, it would make 
more sense to be “eagerly awaiting” that deliverance rather than 
a deliverance to come after the Kingdom age; (2) each chapter of 
the letter makes reference to eschatology by using key terms 
such as parousia and apokalupsis, and by referring to key events 
such as the tribulation, rapture, and the Day of the Lord. Nowhere 
in the letters does Paul speak of hell; and (3) Paul will specifically 
say in 5:9 that the believer will be saved from the wrath of the 
Day of the Lord. 

If the four observations of 1 Thessalonians 1:10 are valid, 
then the expectation of the Thessalonian believers was that the 
Deliverer would rescue them from the wrath of the Day of the 
Lord. Based on the chart and the data from which it comes, this 
would yield a pretribulational rapture since the Day of the Lord 
includes the entire tribulation period. 

 
 

                                                           

93 D. Edmond Hiebert, The Thessalonian Epistles: A Call to Readiness 

(Chicago: Moody, 1982), 72. 
 
94 James E. Frame, Thessalonians, ICC (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 

1979), 88. 
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1 Thessalonians 5:9 

 

The interpretation of 1 Thessalonians 1:10 is solidified even 
further when it is coupled with 1 Thessalonians 5:9. Whereas in 
the former passage, the Day of the Lord wrath must be deduced, 
in 5:1-10 it is clearly established by the apostle as the topic of 
discussion (5:2). The explanatory γάρ with which 5:2 begins 
demonstrates that the “times and seasons” of 5:1 (a) relate to the 
Day of the Lord, and (b) the Thessalonians’ lack of ignorance 
would hearken back to 1:10, thus forging a link between 1:10 and 

5:1–10.95 

Paul writes in 5:8 that the Thessalonians are to put on for 
hope, the helmet of salvation. “Hope” in the Bible refers to a 
future certainty, while “salvation” refers to deliverance from 
some peril. Thus these believers are urged by the apostle to take 
hold of the assurance they have of being rescued from some 
endangerment. That endangerment has already been established 
by Paul in 5:2 as the Day of the Lord. This is made even clearer 

with Paul’s use of another explanatory γάρ in 5:9. The reason they 

have a certain expectation of rescue is that they have not been 
“destined to wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus 
Christ.” This statement is essentially identical to 1:10 and 
therefore produces two straightforward texts which teach the 
believer’s exemption from the wrath of the Day of the Lord. 

Once more, based on the Old and New Testament 
descriptions of the Day of the Lord, and the identical nature of 
those descriptions with passages describing the tribulation, the 
inevitable conclusion is that these passages teach a 
pretribulational rapture. This is not an inferential conclusion, but 
based on a theme replete in Scripture (the Day of the Lord) linked 
with two exemption passages for the believer. 

 
 

                                                           

95 The lack of an article before ἡμέρα could also indicate that the Day 

of the Lord theme was entrenched in the readers’ minds. 
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THE TERMINUS A QUO AND POSTTRIBULATIONISM 

 
As seen in the previous discussion, the terminus a quo of the 

Day of the Lord could be the pivotal issue as to whether the 
rapture takes place before, some time during,96 or at the end of 
the tribulation. This is acknowledged by both pre- and 
posttribulationalists. On the pre-trib side, C. C. Ryrie states that 
“Pre and posttribulationalists alike agree that the question of the 
Day of the Lord bears directly on the time of the rapture . . . when 
does the Day of the Lord begin?”97 On the posttrib side, Robert 
Gundry states, “With reference to the time of the rapture, the crux 
of the argument lies in the terminus a quo, the beginning point of 
the day of the Lord, not in its millennial extension.”98  

Though the book was published in 1973, it is the writer’s 
opinion that one of the best statements of the posttribulational 
                                                           

96 The views in mind with reference to the phrase “some time 
during,” are the mid-trib and pre-wrath positions. The mid-trib position 
has been advocated by scholars such as J. Oliver Buswell and Gleason 
Archer. They argue that the rapture will occur before the wrath of God 
falls on the earth during the last half of the tribulation. This wrath 
begins at the seventh trumpet. The pre-wrath view was brought to the 
fore most notably by Marvin Rosenthal (The Pre-Wrath Rapture of the 

Church [Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1990] and Robert Van Kampen (The 

Sign [Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1992]). In their scheme, the tribulation is 
divided into three divisions. The third division, the Day of the Lord, 
begins with the breaking of the seventh seal which then unleashes the 
wrath of God as opposed to the wrath of man that had been experienced 
in the first two divisions of the tribulation. The rapture will occur 
between the second and third divisions. For a response, see Renald 
Showers, The Pre-Wrath Rapture View: An Examination and Critique 

(Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2001).Though the terminus a quo of the Day of 
the Lord argued for in this article would disprove both of these 
positions, the main area of interaction in the text is with the post-trib 
view. 

 
97 Ryrie, What You Should Know about the Rapture, 93.  
 
98  Gundry, Church and the Tribulation, 89. 
 



The Terminus A Quo of The Day of the Lord     111 
 

 

 

perspective remains Robert Gundry’s book The Church and the 

Tribulation. The importance of Gundry’s book was stated at the 
time of release by fellow posttribulationalist Payne when he 
endorsed the book by saying that “this volume by ... Gundry is the 
most significant study that has yet appeared on the subject of the 
Church and the tribulation.”99 In presenting his view, Gundry 
writes, “Not until the final crisis at Armageddon, when Jesus 
descends will God pour out His wrath upon the unregenerate.”100 
And again, “The Day of the Lord includes the final judgment of 
Armageddon.”101 Still again, “Clearly, the Day of the Lord will not 
begin with the tribulation or any part of it.”102 And finally, “We 
shall have to deduct the many passages containing the phrase ‘in 
the day’ which describe only the final crisis at Armageddon …. 
Armageddon refers to the final crisis … not to preceding 
campaigns.”103 Fellow posttribulationist Douglas Moo concurs 
when he states that the “references to God’s wrath in Revelation 
refer mainly, if not exclusively, to the very end of history and not 
to the final tribulation per se.”104   

                                                           

99 J. B. Payne, Encyclopedia of Biblical Prophecy (NY: Harper & Row, 
1973), 119. 

 
100 Gundry, Church and the Tribulation, 48. 
 
101 Ibid., 92.  
 
102 Ibid., 95. 
 
103 Ibid., 11, 92.  
 
104  Douglas Moo, “A Case for the Posttribulation Rapture,” in Three 

Views on the Rapture 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 192. 
Moo’s later statements, however, seem confusing in light of the clarity 
of the above statement. For example, he later writes that “Paul exhorts 
the Thessalonians to live godly lives that they might avoid the 
judgmental aspects of that day—not that they might avoid the day itself” 
(206). This statement makes several potentially confusing implications.  
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In his more recent and superb volume on the New Testament, 
he has made similar statements. Dealing with Matthew’s version 
of the Olivet Discourse, after agreeing that the disciples ask Jesus 
for both the signs of the destruction of the temple and his second 
coming, Gundry asserts that when Jesus speaks of false Christs, 
wars, famines, earthquakes, etc., these are “non-signs.” This is 
necessary because of the posttribulational position that much of 
the Tribulation deals with the wrath of man and not the wrath of 
God. He then pictures the Church on earth during this time until 
“the sign” occurs which is the universal visibility of Christ.105 
Paul’s discussion of the rapture in 1 Thessalonians 4 is also 
explained by Gundry: 

 
Rapture is the term commonly used to designate the catching up of 

 Christians at the second coming, as described in 4:16-17. 
 Translation designates the immortalizing and glorifying of the 
 bodies of Christians alive on earth when Jesus returns .... Paul 
 reassures his audience by explaining that deceased Christians will 
 be resurrected just before the rapture in order that they may be 
 taken up along with Christians who are still alive on earth.106 
 

In summarizing Gundry’s position from these statements, the 
following points emerge: (1) the OT Day of the Lord passages 
point to Armageddon, (2) all the divine wrath of the tribulation is 
poured out at the end of the seven years, (3) the period of the Day 
of the Lord is confined essentially to the second coming, and (4) 
most of the Tribulation consists of the wrath of man. Therefore, 
the church goes through the Tribulation only to be raptured 
before the Day of the Lord begins at Armageddon. He concludes, 
“Hence, the Church will continue on earth throughout the 
tribulation until the beginning of that day.”107 

                                                           

105 Robert Gundry, A Survey of the New Testament, 4th ed. (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 196. 

 
106 Ibid, 363. See also his chart on 365. 
 
107 Gundry, Church and the Tribulation, 99. 
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A Response 

That all the wrath of the tribulation is poured out at the end 
of the period is questionable. This has already been shown to be 

counter to what Jesus taught in the Olivet Discourse (Matt 24:4–
31). It also runs counter to the seal, trumpet and bowl judgments 

in Revelation 6–19 which are poured out during the tribulation. 

To be consistent with his position, Gundry of course must view 
these events as taking place simultaneously rather than 
consecutively. He writes, “Those passages in Revelation which 
speak of divine wrath deal, rather, with the close of the 
tribulation.”108 To place all of these judgments at the end of the 
tribulation causes many problems: (1) If no divine judgment is 
poured out during the tribulation, one wonders what function it 
serves. Furthermore, why is it even called “the tribulation?” This 
would be no different than the opposition faced by the church 
throughout its history; (2) The Lamb is specifically said to open 

the first seal (Rev 6:1–2) indicating that the period of divine 

judgment, as opposed to human wrath, inaugurates the period; 
(3) In Revelation 6:17, after the sixth seal, it is stated that “the 

great day of his wrath has come.” The verb ἤλθεν suggests that 

the wrath has already been poured out rather than it would begin 
with the sixth seal. In order to counter this, Gundry states that the 
force of the verb is that the wrath is on the verge of breaking 
forth, that is, at the end of the tribulation.109 However, the aorist 
use of the verb seems best taken referring to the judgments 
which already have taken place. For example, Alford states that 

the virtually “perfect sense of the aorist ἤλθεν here can hardly be 

questioned.”110 Elsewhere, speaking of the same verb, he wrote 

                                                           

105 Ibid., 77. 
  
109 Ibid., 76.  
 
110 Alford, Alford’s Greek Testament, 622; see also Henry Swete, 

Commentary on Revelation: The Greek Text, Kregel Reprint Library 
(Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1980), 95. 
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that this sense of the aorist is “alluding to the result of the whole 
series of events past, and not to be expressed in English except by 
a perfect.”111 Thomas adds, “It has to do with remaining on earth 
and maintaining an existence with the awareness that hardships 
will worsen as the intensity of God’s wrath grows. The question 
is rhetorical and has the effect of an unequivocal assertion that 
no one will survive.”112 (4) If all of the divine judgments occur at 
the end of the period, then a numerous amount of events are 
crammed into a short period including: the rapture as a part of 
the second coming; the remaining seals, trumpets, and bowls; 
Armageddon; a time of peace and safety before the second 
coming, etc. (5) What is the point of having any rapture if the 
rapturees immediately return with Christ?113 (6) Paul says that 
the Day of the Lord is preceded by a time of peace and safety. How 
could this describe the end of the tribulation? (7) Paul says that 
the Day of the Lord comes as a thief; but the second coming is 
preceded by signs, and (8) The seal judgments of Revelation 6are 
strikingly similar to events in the Olivet Discourse, some of which 
Jesus said were before the abomination of desolation at the 
middle of the Tribulation. This is why Jesus refers to them as “the 

                                                           

111 Alford, Alford’s Greek Testament, 4:665. Though affirming a 
cyclical view of the seal, trumpet, and bowl judgments, Osborne 

correctly notes on the verb, “the use of the aorist ἤλθεν...should be 

understood like the parallel in Luke 11:20... (the aorist there also points 
to an event that has already occurred)” (Grant Osborne, Revelation, 

Baker Exegetical Commentary on the NTC [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006], 
297–98).  

 
112 Robert Thomas, Revelation 1-7: An Exegetical Commentary 

(Chicago: Moody, 1992), 459. 
 
113 Gleason Archer referred to this as the “yo-yo” rapture (Gleason 

Archer, The Rapture: Pre-, Mid-, or Post-Tribulational? [Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1984], 215). 
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beginning of birth pangs” which precede the abomination. The 
following chart illustrates this similarity with Revelation 6.114 

 
The Olivet Discourse Revelation 6 

 
  Matthew 24: 25   Antichrist  
  Revelation 6:2 
 
Matthew 24: 6–7   war   
Revelation 6: 3–4 
 
Matthew 24:7   famine  
Revelation 6: 5–6 
 
Matthew 24: 7–9   death   
Revelation 6: 7–8 
 
Matthew 24: 9–10; 16–22  martyrdom  
Revelation 6: 9–11 
 
Matthew 24:29   cosmic changes  
Revelation 6: 12–14 
Matthew 24: 32–25:26  divine judgment  
Revelation 6: 15–17 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

114 It should be pointed out that premillenarians differ as to when 
the seal judgments actually begin. Some see them all occurring within 
the first 3½ years. Others relegate them to the last 3 ½ years. Still others 
see some taking place in both halves. However, the writer is not arguing 
for a particular chronology based on this chart. It is simply being shown 
from the parallelisms the great difficulty of suggesting that all of the 
judgments occur at the end of the tribulation. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
The Day of the Lord is a principal theme of Scripture and must 

be reckoned with when dealing with any aspect of eschatology. 
The data indicate that there have been historic days of the Lord 
when Yahweh manifested himself through judgment. These past 
days portend a future, extended Day of the Lord which will begin 
at the tribulation and extend through the kingdom age. The 
importance of this understanding is that it produces what could 
be the deciding proof for pretribulationism. Since the 
descriptions of the “night” portion of the Day of the Lord are 
virtually equivalent to the descriptions of the tribulation, this 
argues that the entire tribulation is a part of the Day of the Lord. 
Paul asserted in 1 Thessalonians 1:10 that believers will be 
delivered from the coming wrath. He then specifically identified 
this wrath as that of the Day of the Lord in 1 Thessalonians 5:9. 
This line of reasoning shows that the pretribulational rapture is 
not merely an inference, as is often said, but an apostolic doctrine 
based on one of the primary teachings of Scripture. As such, the 
terminus a quo emerges as the deciding argument for 
pretribulationism. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
When did the church begin? This seemingly innocent question 

and its answer firmly places a theological divide within the church. 
In theological debate, the competing dispensational and covenantal 
interpretations of Scripture both claim to offer the biblical answer to 
the question concerning the origin of the church. Covenantalists see 
a continuity between the people of God in the Old Testament and in 
the New Testament which results in their viewing the two groups as 
virtually identical.1 With this understanding, covenantalists hold the 
inauguration of the church at some point during the time of the Old 
Testament rather than during the New Testament period.2 In 

                                                           

1 Covenantalists do recognize different dispensations and the special 
work of the Holy Spirit in the new covenant age, but see only one people of 
God, called “Israel” in the OT and “New Israel” in the NT. See Rolland 
McCune, A Systematic Theology of Biblical Christianity, Volume One: 

Prolegomena and the Doctrines of Scripture, God, and Angels (Detroit: Detroit 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 2009), 105; M. E. Osterhaven, “Covenant 
Theology,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2001), 303. 

  
2 Covenantalists disagree on the exact timing of the church’s origin. 

For example, Berkhof sees the church’s origin during the time of the 
patriarchs (Gen 12–50), whereas Frame observes the church all the way 
back to the time of Adam. See Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand 
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contrast, dispensationalists argue for a clear distinction between 
Israel and the church in their origin, purpose, and destiny.3 
Concerning origin, traditional dispensationalists believe that the 
church began on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2).4 

Dispensationalists offer two very strong arguments for the New 
Testament origin of the church. The first involves the inception of 
the work of the Holy Spirit. In his first epistle to the Corinthians, Paul 
argues that the Holy Spirit baptizes believers into the church, a work 

                                                                                                                                  

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 570; John M. Frame, Systematic Theology: An 

Introduction to Christian Belief (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R Publishing, 2013), 
1017. 

 
3 McCune, 113–15. 
  
4 Ultra-, or hyper-, dispensationalists deviate from the historical 

position and typically argue for either an Acts 9 or Acts 28 starting point for 
the church. Those who follow J. C. O’Hair (1877–1958) hold to the former, 
whereas those who follow E. W. Bullinger (1839–1913) hold to the latter. 
Their logic is based upon the timing of Paul’s ministry and his revealing of 
“the mystery” (Eph 3:1–6). According to the “O’Harites,” only Paul received 
revelation of “the mystery” that both redeemed Jew and Gentiles would be 
joined together in the church. Since Paul did not begin his ministry until 
Acts 9, then the “true church” that united redeemed Jews and Gentiles could 
not have existed until at least the start of Paul’s ministry. O’Hair himself saw 
the turning point at Acts 13:46, in which Paul “turned to the Gentiles,” 
thereby including the Gentiles and God’s saving plan and ultimately 
beginning the joining of Jews and Gentiles in the church. Most of his 
followers, however, push for an earlier date. In contrast, the “Bullingerites” 
argue that the real church did not begin until Acts 28, contending that Paul’s 
revelation of the mystery did not come until his later imprisonment, which 
is why he only speaks of it in his later epistles like Ephesians, Philippians, 
and Colossians. According to Bullinger, there was an early “Jewish church,” 
but it is not to be mistaken with the church Paul speaks of in Ephesians. 
These two positions should not be equated with traditional 
dispensationalism. See Norman Geisler, Systematic Theology (Minneapolis: 
Bethany House, 2005), 4:27; Charles Ryrie, Dispensationalism Today 

(Chicago: Moody, 1965), 192–98. 
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known as “Spirit baptism” (cf. 12:13).5 According to Acts, this work 
of the Holy Spirit began on Pentecost (2:1–4; cf. 1:5). Peter certifies 
the beginning of this work in his report to the Jews, arguing that the 
Spirit had come to Gentiles just as he had come upon the Jews "at the 
beginning" (Acts 11:15), clearly referring to Pentecost. Since the 
Holy Spirit's baptismal work did not begin until Pentecost, one must 
argue that the church did not exist until that point.6  

However, as effective as the above argument is in defending the 
dispensationalist position, perhaps the greatest support for the 
dispensational view on the origin of the church is found within the 
second of the two arguments, which comes from the mouth of Jesus 
himself. That Jesus would speak concerning his church should 
surprise no one, for the New Testament portrays an undeniable 
relationship between Christ and the church. For instance, Christ 
came to save the church, itself being purchased by the blood of Christ 
(Acts 20:28) and is sanctified and cleansed by him (Eph 5:25). This 
church which Christ saved is called the “body of Christ” (Eph 1:23) 
and the “bride of Christ” (Rev 21:2, 9–10). Using an analogy of a 
building, the Bible identifies Christ as the cornerstone of the church 
(Eph 2:20). Christ is also called the head of the church (Eph 1:22), for 
the church itself is subject to him and his teachings (v. 24). For the 
church to accomplish its work, Christ grants men with gifts and gives 

the men for service in the church (Eph 4:8, 11–12). No reasonable 
person can deny the relationship between Christ and his church. 

Logically, since there is such a close connection between Christ 
and the church, one would expect Jesus to say something about the 
church while he tarried on earth with his disciples. This, of course, 
he does, and Christ’s perspective on the church reveals much 
concerning the nature of the church, particularly its inception. 
Although there are some interpretive difficulties with Christ’s own 

                                                           

5 Ryrie defines the baptism of the Spirit as “the Spirit’s activity which 
joins the believer to the body of Christ at the time of salvation,” Basic 

Theology (Wheaton, IL: Victor, 1986), 534. 
  
6 Paul Enns, The Moody Handbook of Theology, rev. and exp. ed. 

(Chicago: Moody, 2008), 360–61. 
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discussion of the church, a thorough analysis of the relative verses in 
Matthew’s gospel reveals that Christ saw his church as a new 
institution to be built during the New Testament period.   

 

IS ἐκκλησία IN MATTHEW’S GOSPEL THE CHURCH? 

 
Most Christians are familiar with the term ἐκκλησία, it being the 

primary Greek word which modern Bibles translate as “church.” 
Etymologically, ἐκκλησία derives from the verb ἐκκαλέω, call out 

from, referring to those who are “called out.” Of course, its use is 
more important towards its definition than its etymology.7 ἐκκλησία 
occurs 114 times in the NT, three times to refer to a general 
assembling of people (Acts 19:32, 39, 41), two times to refer to a 
gathering of Israel (7:38; Heb 2:12), and 109 times as a technical 
term for the church. In the gospels, however, ἐκκλησία is used only 
three times—all from the mouth of Jesus and all in Matthew’s gospel. 
The first is found in 16:18, in which Jesus, responding to Peter’s 
confession, states, “I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this 
rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not 
overpower it.”8 The latter two uses are both found in 18:17, in which 
Jesus, concluding his progression of correct church discipline, states, 
“If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses 
to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax 
collector.” In Matthew 16:18 and 18:17 one finds the greatest 
support for the future nature of the church, but the scarcity of 
ἐκκλησία in the gospels is definitely problematic, especially since 
ἐκκλησία is so often used as a technical term for the church 
throughout the entire NT. This, of course, has caused some 
interpretive difficulties. The greatest and most important difficulty, 
however, is the identity of Matthew’s ἐκκλησία: Is the ἐκκλησία of 
Matthew’s gospel the same ἐκκλησία (in its technical sense) 

                                                           

7 D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Vol. 8: 

Matthew, Mark, Luke (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 369. 
 
8 All Scripture verses are taken from the New American Standard 

Version. 
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highlighted in the rest of the NT corpus?  Before one can begin an 
appeal to Jesus for support of the traditional dispensationalist 
position on the church, this problem must be resolved.  

As the above discussion implies, the translation of the word 
ἐκκλησία is not restricted to the church. ἐκκλησία was a common 
Greek term for a general “assembly” of people, either political or 
religious.9 In the LXX, the Greek translation of the OT, ἐκκλησία was 
always the Greek translation of the Hebrew ָקַהל, which meant 
“assembly” or “gathering” of any kind. Over time, ָקַהל was 
increasingly used to reference God’s people.10 However, ָקַהל had a 

wider semantic range and was sometimes translated as συναγωγή 
(synagogue), which, of course, also implies a group of people. As a 
practical example, both ἐκκλησία and συναγωγή were used at 
Qumran to refer to the Qumran community.11  

The semantic background of ἐκκλησία is somewhat troubling. In 
the gospel of Matthew, Jesus does reference an ἐκκλησία, but is the 
ἐκκλησία in Matthew’s gospel to be understood in the technical 

sense as the church, or in a general sense as just a group of people, or 
perhaps an pre-church group that evolved into the church, or even 
Israel itself? If Jesus is not using ἐκκλησία in Matthew 16:18 and 
18:17 to reference the church, then these passages fail to offer any 
real perspective on the establishment of the church as future or 
otherwise. 

In response, there is no problem when one recognizes the way in 
which Jesus classifies ἐκκλησία. In Matthew 16:18, Jesus says, 
“οἰκοδομήσω μου τὴν ἐκκλησίαν” (I will build my church). Because 
Koine Greek is an inflected language, word order is not as important 
to understanding the meaning of any given sentence as it is in 
English. However, a writer can arrange a sentence to give certain 

                                                           

9 R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2007), 623. 

 
10 Carson, “Matthew,” 369.  
 
11 John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: A Commentary on the Greek 

Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2005), 673. 
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words emphasis. This is certainly the case in 16:18, where one finds 
μου τὴν ἐκκλησίαν instead of the more likely wording τὴν ἐκκλησίαν 
μου. The former phrasing found in Matthew places emphasis on μου  
(my).12 In the Scriptures, the nature of any given ἐκκλησία is 
determined by its modifiers, and the modifier and its meaning is 
clear in Matthew 16:18: The ἐκκλησία in Matthew is Christ’s group. 
By using μου, Jesus is differentiating his assembly, the assembly he 

will build, from all other assemblies.13 Nowhere in the Bible is Israel, 
or any other group for that matter, called “Christ’s ἐκκλησία,” and 
because of the use of μου, it is nearly impossible to drive a wedge 
between his ἐκκλησία in Matthew and the technical usage of 
ἐκκλησία found in the rest of the NT, which is constantly identified 
as belonging to Christ (cf. Acts 20:28; Rom 16:16). 

Furthermore, one must respect how the original readers of 
Matthew’s gospel would have understood ἐκκλησία.14 Most 
conservative scholars suggest that the gospel of Matthew was 
written just before AD 70.15 By this time, the majority of the New 
Testament was already in circulation, including Acts,16 which 
contains 22 technical uses of ἐκκλησία and all of Paul’s epistles,17 
which contain 61 technical uses of ἐκκλησία. Is one to believe that 
Matthew, a Jew and an apostle who would have been familiar with 
the LXX usage and the general semantic range of ἐκκλησία, would so 
carelessly use ἐκκλησία in his gospel during a time in which 

                                                           

12 France, Matthew, 623.  
 

13 Geisler, Systematic Theology, 23.  
 

14 Donald A. Hagner, Matthew 14–28, Word Biblical Theology (Dallas: 
Word Books, 1995), 471.  

 
15 D. A. Carson and Douglas J. Moo, An Introduction to the New 

Testament, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 156.  
 

16 Conservative scholars date Acts in the mid-60s, (Ibid., 300).  
 

17 Paul’s last written epistle, 2 Timothy, is dated by conservative 
scholars in the mid-60s, (Ibid., 578).  

 



                 I Will Build My Church     123 

 

ἐκκλησία had become a technical term for the collective group of the 
elect if Matthew did not intend to reference the church?18 Clearly, the 
burden of proof rests upon those who argue against the technical 
usage of ἐκκλησία in Matthew’s gospel. 

 

THE CHURCH IN MATTHEW 16:18 

 
With the establishment of Matthew’s ἐκκλησία as a reference to 

Christ’s church, one can now examine Matthew 16:18 and 18:17. As 
the previous discussion demonstrates, Jesus did not speak much 
about the church as an institution, at least as far as the gospels 
reveal. However, there is very little question as to how Jesus 
understood the timing of the establishment of his church. In Matthew 
16:18, Jesus responds to Peter’s confession with these iconic words: 
“I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build 
My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.” In this 
passage, both the New Testament usage of οἰκοδομήσω and “the 
rock” upon which the construction of the church is built point 
towards the future inauguration of Christ’s church.  

First, the phrase “I will build” emphasizes the future 
establishment of the church. The single verb οἰκοδομήσω (third 
singular future active indicative, οἰκοδομήω, I build) represents this 
entire English phrase in Greek. As its classification suggests, a verb in 
the future tense describes an action that will occur in the future.19 
Furthermore, future tense verbs are never used in a statement 

                                                           

18 One should not assume that Matthew is reading ἐκκλησία back on the 
words of Jesus in order to accommodate the technical usage of ἐκκλησία 
and justify the church in Matthew’s day. As the following discussion will 
prove, Jesus saw the church as a future institution and foresaw his current 
followers as a group of people who would become the church, so using the 
word ἐκκλησία, which was used in Jesus’ day to signify a group of people, is 
completely appropriate. See Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, 

Pillar NT Commentary (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1992), 424. 
 

19 William D. Mounce, Basics of Biblical Greek, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2009), 157.  
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restricted to the past or present.20 Therefore, οἰκοδομήσω suggests 
the building of something in the future, namely, the church. 

A correct understanding of the verb οἰκοδομήσω is clearly 
demonstrated in its two other uses in the NT. The first is found in 
Mark 14:58, in which, at his trial, the opponents of Jesus state, “We 
heard him say, ‘I will destroy this Temple made with human hands, 
and in three days I will build another, made without human hands’” 
(emphasis added). Going by a misunderstanding of Jesus’ statements 
in the early part of his ministry (cf. John 2:19–20), his accusers 
believed that, at some point in the future, Jesus would destroy the 
temple and build an entirely new one. In any case, since the temple 
was still standing, Jesus’ accusers saw these potential actions as 
future events, as both the verb οἰκοδομήσω and context imply. The 
second is found in Luke 12:18: “Then he said, ‘I know! I’ll tear down 
my barns and [I will] build bigger ones. Then I’ll have room enough 
to store all my wheat and other goods’” (emphasis added). In Jesus’ 
parable of the Rich Fool, the central character lacked sufficient 
storage to hold his overabundant harvest and goods, so he decides to 
tear down his old barns and build new ones. From the vantage point 
of the rich fool, since his old barns were already constructed, the 
building of the new barns would clearly take place in the future. 

An examination of Mark 14:58 and Luke 12:18 yields one rather 
interesting point in relation to οἰκοδομήσω and the current debate: 
Both the “new temple” and the “new barns” did not exist at the time 
of their reference. There is no suggestion, either grammatically or 
contextually, that the construction of this “new temple” was merely 
an addition upon the “present” temple, or that the rich fool was 
modifying his already constructed barns to accommodate more 
goods. Both “structures” were seen as entirely new things to be 
constructed in the future. Although οἰκοδομήσω itself does not 
demand the building of an entirely new thing rather than the 
building upon something else, the contexts of both texts support the 
former.   

                                                           

20 Rodney J. Decker, Reading Koine Greek (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2014), 355. 
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This concept of οἰκοδομήσω carries well into the context of 
Matthew 16:18. Here, Jesus plainly says to Peter, “I will build my 
church.” There is no suggestion in this passage that the church is 
already in existence. If it did, Matthew could have modified this 
sentence to indicate this. For example, he could have said, 
οἰκοδομήω μου την ἐκκλησία, “I am building my church,” i.e. I am 
continually building my church, or οἰκοδομήσω ἐπί μου την 
ἐκκλησία, “I will build upon my church.” Since he does not use one of 
these variations, one should understand 16:18 the ways it reads: 
Christ will build his church, an entirely new institution distinct from 
other groups, in the future.21 Going by the grammatical evidence, the 
building of the church appears to be a future accomplishment. 

Second, the future nature of the church is further supported by 
“the rock” upon which the church is built. The debate concerning the 
identity of “the rock” is, as Osborne coins it, a theological 
“minefield,”22 primarily because of its use as a Roman Catholic proof-
text for apostolic succession.23 Protestant apologists, fearful of the 
implications of this interpretation, have offered other possibilities to 
the identity of “the rock,” with the most notable being Peter’s 
confession or Christ himself.24 However, one’s conclusion to this 
emotional issue has little significance towards the origin of the 
church. In fact, all three possibilities support the future nature of the 
church. If one assumes that Peter is “the rock,”25 then the 

                                                           

21 John F. Walvoord, Matthew: The Kingdom Come (Chicago: Moody 
Press, 1974), 223. 

 
22 Grant R. Osborne, Matthew (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010), 627. 

  
23 Enns, Moody Handbook, 369. 

 
24 Osborne, Matthew, 627. 

 
25 Many conservative protestant commentators, including Carson, 

Blomberg, and Osborne, take this view but see no proof that it results in a 
Roman Catholic ecclesiology. See Carson, Matthew, 368; Craig L. Blomberg, 
Matthew (Nashville: B & H Publishing Company, 1992), 252; Osborne, 
Matthew, 627. 
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establishment of the church must be future since logically Peter 
would have to exist if Jesus is to build the church upon him, and he 
definitely was not alive during the OT period. Peter’s confession is no 
different. The OT saints, who held to the testimony and promises of 
the Scriptures, certainly looked forward to the coming Messiah (cf. 1 
Chr 17:11–14; Isa 9:6; Dan 7:13–14; Mic 5:2), but would not have 
known that Jesus of Nazareth would be that Messiah. In other words, 
they could not have made the same confession of Peter, that Jesus 
was “the Messiah, the Son of God” (Matt 16:16), so therefore the 
establishment of the church must follow this confession.26 Finally, 
the conclusion that Christ is “the rock” also supports the future 
nature of the church. As demonstrated above, the Jews eagerly 
waited for the Messiah during the Old Testament period, which 
logically proves that the Messiah was not active during that time—
God would speak through Christ following the period of the prophets 
(cf. Heb 1:1–2). Ultimately, if the Messiah had not begun hs work on 
earth, then the church could not exist. All three of these conclusions 
would demonstrate the building of the church to be future, and not 
during the OT period. 

  

MATTHEW 18:17 AND A UNIQUE PROBLEM 

 
The use of Matthew 16:18 to defend the future building of the 

church is well established. In light of the above, it is nearly 
impossible to argue for an OT origin of the church from the words of 
Jesus in Matthew 16:18. It appears that Jesus himself saw his church 
as a future institution and not as a developed form of Israel. 

However, despite this seemingly air-tight argument, not all 
believers are convinced that Jesus’ statement is enough to solidify 
Jesus’ thoughts on the matter and ultimately the dispensationalist 
position. Louis Berkhof (1873–1957), perhaps most famous for his 
popular Reformed Systematic Theology, responds to this argument 
with a rather unique challenge. In his chapter on ecclesiology, 

                                                           

26 Henry C. Thiessen, Lectures in Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1979), 312–13.  
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Berkhof humbly admits to the difficulty of the above argument, yet 
says this: “But [Jesus] also recognized [the Church] as an already 
existing institution.” His proof? Matthew 18:17.27   

Matthew 18:17, the second of the two Matthean passages which 
reference ἐκκλησία, is part of a larger pericope concerning church 
discipline (vv. 15–20). However, it is not the discipline, but the timing 
of the discipline, that is of concern. When placed within its context, it 
reads as follows: 

 
If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in private; if he listens to 
you, you have won your brother. But if he does not listen to you, take 
one or two more with you, so that BY THE MOUTH OF TWO OR THREE 

WITNESSES EVERY FACT MAY BE CONFIRMED. If he refuses to listen to them, 
tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let 
him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. Truly I say to you, 
whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven; and 
whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven. 

 
Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything that 
they may ask, it shall be done for them by My Father who is in heaven. 
For where two or three have gathered together in My name, I am there 
in their midst. 

 
The difficulty is easy to recognize, for it appears that Jesus is 

presenting his disciples with instructions concerning church 
discipline to be used at the “present” time. It would seem strange if 
Jesus had any other goal in mind, for why would Jesus give 
instruction on church discipline for a church that did not exist and 
His disciples knew very little about? This conclusion on Matthew 
18:17 is best expressed by Roy Mason in his work The Church that 

Jesus Built, in which he notes, “It remains unreasonable to believe 
that Jesus referred to something that the disciples did not 
understand, or that He indicated a rule of discipline relating to a 
church that did not exist. To the one that accepts this passage at its 

                                                           

27 Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 572. 
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face value it appears conclusive that the church was in existence at 
the time that Jesus spoke these words.”28  

There are really two problems to resolve within this challenge. 
First, is the statement, “It remains unreasonable to believe that Jesus 
referred to something that the disciples did not understand” actually 
reasonable? Should one conclude that Jesus’ discussion on the church 
signifies that his disciples fully understood the significance of the 
church and were participating in the church at that time? This claim 
is odd in light of Jesus and his ministry. As clear as the message of 
the gospels are, Jesus himself was often an enigma, even to his 
disciples, who, despite his miracles, struggled to understand him (cf. 
8:27; 13:10–18) and constantly asked for explanation of his 
teachings (15:15). Furthermore, Jesus did say things that his 
disciples did not understand until later. The best example is found in 
John 2:19–23: 

 
Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will 
raise it up.” The Jews then said, “It took forty-six years to build this 
temple, and will You raise it up in three days?” But He was speaking of 
the temple of His body. So when He was raised from the dead, His 
disciples remembered that He said this; and they believed the Scripture 
and the word which Jesus had spoken. 

 
By implication, it is clear that, at the time Jesus spoke these 

words, His disciples did not understand that Jesus was using a 
metaphor to reference his death and resurrection. It was not until 
after these things took place that his disciples made the connection. 
If that is not enough, Jesus himself was adamant about his disciples’ 
lack of understanding, and that is partially why Jesus would send the 
Holy Spirit (John 16:12–14).29 Is it not possible that Jesus could 
speak on a future institution that his disciples would more fully 
understand at its implementation? In light of Jesus and his ministry, 

                                                           

28 Roy Mason, The Church that Jesus Built (Clarksville, TN: Bible Baptist 
Church Publications, 1977), 18.  

 
29 Robert Duncan Culver, Systematic Theology: Biblical & Historical 

(Scotland, UK: Christian Focus Publications, 2005), 813.  
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it is wrong to assert that reference automatically assumes 
familiarity.  

Second, is it correct for Mason to say, “It remains unreasonable 
to believe … that He indicated a rule of discipline relating to a church 
that did not exist”?  Is Berkhof right in assuming that Jesus saw the 
church as an existing institution in his day because he gives 
commands for church discipline Matthew 18:17? The seemingly 
straightforward nature of Jesus’ commands on church discipline 
does make it seem as if the church existed in Jesus’ day. 

 With that said, it is worth noting that not everyone who argues 
for 16:18 as a clear indicator of a future church agrees that 18:17 is a 
clear reference to the church. Some have argued that the reference to 
ἐκκλησία in 16:18 is a reference to the church, but the two 
references in 18:17 are not speaking of the church but simply 
identifying a Jewish congregation,30 which essentially constituted 
Jesus’ followers at the time. This would certainly eliminate the threat 
of Berkhof and Mason’s argument. However, the problem with this 
solution is that Jesus has already classified the understanding of 
ἐκκλησία in 16:18, and for Jesus to discuss ἐκκλησία in 18:17 
without clearly differentiating from the ἐκκλησία in 16:18, especially 
since ἐκκλησία is used only three times in Matthew’s gospel, makes 
this position difficult to hold. Furthermore, both 16:18 and 18:17 are 
technically parts of pericopes on church discipline,31 so to 
distinguish the ἐκκλησία in 16:18 from the ἐκκλησία in 18:17 is 
contextually difficult. 

Of course, there are other options in resolving this issue. In his 
famous study Bible, C. I. Scofield argued that 18:17 spoke of a future 
time in which the church was established and could administer such 
discipline. This writer concurs with Scofield and believes that Jesus’ 
words on church discipline in 18:15–19 speak of a future for the 
following reasons. 

First, there is an intrinsic link between 16:19 and 18:18. 
Following 16:18, Jesus continues his response to Peter’s confession 

                                                           

30 Enns, Moody Handbook, 359. 
 

31 Cf. 16:19. 
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in v. 19: “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and 
whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and 
whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.” 
Jesus’ use of δώσω (third singular future active indicative, I give), 
indicates the future time of his giving of the keys to Peter. Like the 
establishment of Christ’s church, this giving of the keys to the 
kingdom clearly goes beyond the days of Jesus’ earthly ministry.32 
Furthermore, the use of the coordinating conjunction και (and) to 
connect the first and second clauses and the second and third clauses 
indicate a close relationship between the three clauses. This 
suggesting that the second and third clause, which speak on “binding 
and loosing,” i.e., church discipline, also look towards a time 
following Jesus’ work. To put it simply, as v. 18 speaks of a future 
time, v. 19 also speaks of a future time. 

What is so important about the timing of this “binding and 
loosing”? In Matthew 18:18, immediately following the progression 
of church discipline, Jesus makes this statement: “Truly I say to you, 
whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven; and 
whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.” 
Matthew 18:18 repeats 16:19b almost verbatim.33 Since Matthew 
has already defined the future nature of both the church and its 
ability to administer discipline in 16:18–19, the repetition of 16:19b 
in 18:18 suggests a special application of 16:19,34 and therefore 
makes a strong case for the future nature of the church discipline in 
vv.15–19 and, by necessity, the future nature of the church in v. 17. 

Second, the inclusion of Jesus’ personal guarantee to be present 
during all church gatherings for the sake of discipline demonstrates 
the future nature of Matthew 18:15–19. At the conclusion of this 
pericope, Jesus solidifies the authority of the church in disciplinary 
matters by stating, “Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on 
earth about anything that they may ask, it shall be done for them by 

                                                           

32 Carson, Matthew, 370. 
 

33 Blomberg, Matthew, 280. 
 

34 Carson, Matthew, 374.  
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My Father who is in heaven. For where two or three have gathered 
together in My name, I am there in their midst” (vv. 19–20). This 
passage should be familiar to most Christians, since it is often used in 
reference to Jesus’ presence during prayer meetings and other 
gatherings for prayer. However, these final words do not comprise a 
new thought, as if Jesus were first speaking on discipline and then 
changed the subject to prayer, but rather conclude Jesus’ discussion 
on church discipline.35 The authority of the church to “bind” and 
“loose” is based, not on any ecclesiastical hierarchy or ability of men, 
but on Christ’s continued presence in the church. By implication, 
Jesus is speaking of a time beyond his death—a time when he is no 
longer physically present with his disciples. However, even after his 
resurrection and ascension, Jesus will still be spiritually present with 
his disciples, helping to guide them in judiciary matters.36 The point 
is this: Matthew 18:19–20 speaks of a time when Jesus is no longer 
physically with his disciples, but since Jesus was still with his 
disciples at the time he spoke the words recorded in 18:19–20, one 
must conclude that Matthew 18:19–20 is still future, and if Matthew 
18:19–20 is future, so are vv. 15–18. Although at first glance it 
appears that 18:17 shows the church to have been present in Jesus’ 
day, the evidence indicates otherwise. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 
How did Jesus view the timing of the inception of the church? 

Following the above discussion, the answer should be in the future. 
The Gospels themselves reveal very little about the church as an 
institution, which makes good sense considering (1) The gospels 
record the account of Jesus’ life and ministry, not the church itself, 
and (2) The amount of already circulated Christian literature that 
spoke of the church and its structure and mission. However, what 
Jesus does teach about the church definitely has a major impact upon 
the dispensational–covenantal debate.  

                                                           

35 Osborne, Matthew, 687–88. 
 

36 Blomberg, Matthew , 281. 
 



132     The Journal of Ministry and Theology    

 

In Matthew 16:18 and 18:17, Jesus clearly describes the Church 
as a future institution. By using both the verb οἰκοδομήσω and 
revealing “the rock” upon which He would build the Church in 16:18, 
Jesus plainly predicts His Church to be future. Although some argue 
that 18:17 describes a “present” Church, the relationship between 
18:17 and 16:18 is too strong to suggest this possibility. One should 
see 18:17 as a special application of the material surrounding 16:18. 

The implication of Jesus’ perspective on the Church is crucial 
towards the believer’s understanding of his role in the Christian 
community. In the midst of a Jewish people struggling under Roman 
rule and was zealously seeking the establishment of God’s kingdom 
upon earth, Christ predicts the establishment of a future community 
bearing His name. This new group, which would unite both 
redeemed Jews and Gentiles under one banner, would seek to preach 
the Gospel to all nations (28:19–20). The Lord still has a plan for the 
nation of Israel, but while He works those plans out, the Church, 
which is a new thing and distinct from the nation of Israel, must 
fulfill the Great Commission and take the Gospel wherever he goes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
When James Hardy Ropes wrote his article, “‘Righteousness’ 

and ‘The Righteousness of God’ in the OT and in St. Paul,” in 1903, 
there was even then a great deal of disagreement about the 
meaning of the phrase δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ (the righteousness of 
God) in Paul’s writings. Ropes begins his article, “Of all the chief 
theological terms used by the Apostle Paul the one in regard to 
the meaning of which there is least agreement among competent 
scholars is perhaps ‘the righteousness of God.’ A glance at any 
conspectus of the views held by interpreters shows a bewildering 
variety, allowing, indeed, of a certain classification into groups, 
but presenting, even at this late stage of the discussion, scarcely 
any approximation to agreement.”1 In the century that has 
elapsed since Ropes wrote these words, a consensus has 
unfortunately still not been reached. In fact, just the opposite is 
true; scholarship of the past three or four decades has actually 
complicated the issue further.  

Though “righteousness of God” is understood in widely 
divergent ways, it is a very important phrase for several reasons: 

                                                 
1 James Hardy Ropes, “‘Righteousness’ and ‘The Righteousness of 

God’ in the Old Testament and in St. Paul,” JBL 22, no. 2 (1903): 211, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3259199. 
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Paul uses the phrase δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ in several prominent 
places throughout his letters, especially Romans 1:16–17, which 
seems to set the theme for all of his subsequent theological 
discussion in the book of Romans. It is also extremely important 
in the context of Reformation theology, inasmuch as Martin 
Luther played a key role in the Reformation and the phrase 
δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ (Iustitia Dei—the Latin form of the phrase that 
was most familiar to Luther) influenced his understanding of 
Paul’s teachings as much as any other. Finally, and related to the 
previous two reasons for the importance of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ, 
one’s understanding of the righteousness of God has a major 
impact on one’s understanding of the doctrine of justification, 
which is inextricably linked to this phrase both by the nature of 
the language—all words using the δικαιο-stem being 
connected—and Paul’s weaving of these concepts together 
throughout Romans. This third reason, the relation of δικαιοσύνη 
θεοῦ to the doctrine of justification, is why much recent 
scholarship, specifically New Perspective2 scholarship, has 
further muddied the waters concerning the meaning of 
“righteousness of God.” 

Scholars who follow the New Perspective on Paul have taken 
δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ to mean something quite different, or at the 
very least much narrower, than the ways in which it has been 
understood in the past. This work will examine some of the ways 
that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ has been understood historically and in 
more recent history, as well as the New Perspective 
understanding—as exemplified in N. T. Wright—and examine 
whether or not this view on God’s righteousness is the best way 

                                                 
2 Though this phrase gives an impression that there is unity among 

scholars who are part of this movement, it should be noted that there is 
a wide range of positions and ideas that fall into the category of “New 
Perspective.” This work will be examining and discussing the position 
regarding δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ held by two main figures in New Perspective 
scholarship, James D. G. Dunn and N. T. Wright, and mainly dealing with 
the works of Wright specifically. These scholars appear to be in 
agreement about the meaning of this phrase, though their conclusions 
that stem from it are not necessarily all the same. 
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to understand Paul’s usage. To evaluate these positions regarding 
the righteousness of God, it will be necessary to examine the way 
in which this phrase is used in both the Old and New Testaments, 
as well as representative passages from Paul’s letters themselves. 
By examining this evidence, some insight given into the validity 
of the New Perspective’s interpretation of Paul and the 
corresponding doctrines currently under debate. 
 

Historical Understanding of the “Righteousness of God” 

 
Though a full historical survey of the past interpretations of 

δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ is beyond the scope of this work, it will be 
helpful to view a sampling of some of the more influential 
understandings of the phrase. Three important historical figures’ 
understandings of “righteousness of God” will be examined here, 
but it is important to note that the major interpretation of God’s 
righteousness, especially in the period prior to the Reformation, 
was to understand it in the sense of God’s distributive justice, i.e., 
that God judges righteously according to his own holiness and 
perfection.3  

As mentioned above, Martin Luther’s understanding of the 
phrase δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ (Iustitia Dei in Latin and commonly 
translated justice of God) has played a key role in the 
interpretation of this phrase since the Reformation. Luther’s 
reading of the righteousness or justice of God is summed up in his 
Preface to the Latin Works, 

 
I had conceived a burning desire to understand what Paul meant in 
his Letter to the Romans, but thus far there had stood in my way, not 
the cold blood around my heart, but that one word which is in 
chapter one: "The justice of God is revealed in it." I hated that word, 
"justice of God," which, by the use and custom of all my teachers, I 
had been taught to understand philosophically as referring to formal 
or active justice, as they call it, i.e., that justice by which God is just 

                                                 
3 E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of 

Patterns of Religion (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977), 525. 



136     The Journal of Ministry and Theology    
 

 

and by which he punishes sinners and the unjust … I meditated night 
and day on those words until at last, by the mercy of God, I paid 
attention to their context: "The justice of God is revealed in it, as it is 
written: 'The just person lives by faith.'" I began to understand that 
in this verse the justice of God is that by which the just person lives 
by a gift of God, that is by faith. I began to understand that this verse 
means that the justice of God is revealed through the Gospel, but it is 
a passive justice, i.e. that by which the merciful God justifies us by 
faith, as it is written: "The just person lives by faith." All at once I felt 
that I had been born again and entered into paradise itself through 
open gates. Immediately I saw the whole of Scripture in a different 
light. I ran through the Scriptures from memory and found that other 
terms had analogous meanings, e.g., the work of God, that is, what 
God works in us; the power of God, by which he makes us powerful; 
the wisdom of God, by which he makes us wise; the strength of God, 
the salvation of God, the glory of God.4 

Luther’s understanding of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ is that the 
righteousness of God is more than a divine attribute, specifically 
the attribute of being actively just in judging. In fact, it was the 
understanding that the justice of God was this divine attribute 
that led to Luther’s hatred of the idea. He was in fear of God’s 
punishing justice because he recognized his own sinfulness, but 
when he understood Iustitia Dei as God’s righteousness, that is, a 
gift God bestows on men, Luther’s entire outlook on God was 
changed. The outworking of this, then, is that God’s justice is 
given to men, and this is how they are justified. Luther took his 
interpretation of the righteousness of God to be a powerful tool 
in understanding Paul’s letter to the Romans, but it also 
influenced him, not to mention innumerable theologians since 

                                                 
4 Martin Luther, Preface to the Complete Edition of Luther's Latin 

Works (1545), trans. Bro. Andrew Thornton (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1967), 
<http://www.iclnet.org/pub/resources/text/wittenberg/luther/prefl
at-eng.txt >(accessed 15 June 2015). 
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the Reformation, to understand much, if not all, of Scripture in a 
completely different way.5  

Luther, after his reading of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ had changed, 
read Augustine’s On the Spirit and the Letter and found that he 
had interpreted Iustitia Dei in what Luther believed to be a very 
similar way. Augustine says, 

 
[Paul’s] words are, "The righteousness of God is manifested:" he 
does not say, the righteousness of man, or the righteousness of his 
own will, but the "righteousness of God,"—not that whereby He is 
Himself righteous, but that with which He endows man when He 
justifies the ungodly. This is witnessed by the law and the prophets; 
in other words, the law and the prophets each afford it testimony. 
The law, indeed, by issuing its commands and threats, and by 
justifying no man, sufficiently shows that it is by God's gift, through 
the help of the Spirit, that a man is justified; and the prophets, 
because it was what they predicted that Christ at His coming 
accomplished. Accordingly he advances a step further, and adds, 
"But righteousness of God by faith of Jesus Christ," Romans 3:22 
that is by the faith wherewith one believes in Christ for just as there 
is not meant the faith with which Christ Himself believes, so also 
there is not meant the righteousness whereby God is Himself 
righteous. Both no doubt are ours, but yet they are called God's, and 
Christ's, because it is by their bounty that these gifts are bestowed 
upon us.6 

From this text, it would seem that Luther is correct in taking 
Augustine’s reading of Iustitia Dei as the gift of God that is 
bestowed on men in making them righteous. Luther 
acknowledged that Augustine’s explanation is, in his view, 

                                                 
5 Gordon Rupp, The Righteousness of God: Luther Studies (New York: 

Philosophical Library, 1953), 121–37. 

6 Augustine, On the Spirit and the Letter, trans. Peter Holmes and 
Ernst Wallis, rev. and ed. Kevin Knight, chap. 15, 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1502.htm> (accessed 18 June 
2015). 
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incomplete and does not fully expound on the outcome of God’s 
bestowal of this gift, that is the imputation of his righteousness, 
but it is in essence a reading of the phrase similar to Luther’s.7 

John Calvin’s view on the meaning of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ is 
somewhat different than that taken by Luther and apparently by 
Augustine as well. Calvin, in his Commentary on Romans says, 

 
I take the righteousness of God to mean, that which is approved 
before his tribunal; as that, on the contrary, is usually called the 
righteousness of men, which is by men counted and supposed to be 
righteousness, though it be only vapor. Paul, however, I doubt not, 
alludes to the many prophecies in which the Spirit makes known 
everywhere the righteousness of God in the future kingdom of 
Christ … Some explain it as the righteousness which is freely given 
us by God: and I indeed confess that the words will bear this sense; 
for God justifies us by the gospel, and thus saves us: yet the former 
view seems to me more suitable, though it is not what I make much 
of. Of greater moment is what some think, that this righteousness 
does not only consist in the free remission of sins, but also, in part, 
includes the grace of regeneration. But I consider, that we are 
restored to life because God freely reconciles us to himself ....8 

Calvin here seems to downplay the importance of the 
meaning of the phrase a bit, but he clearly takes the position that 
righteousness of God is more akin to the righteousness of men 
that is required by God, which will later in this work be referred 
to as the objective genitive view, rather than being the gift of 
righteousness that God bestows on men, though Calvin does 
consent that Paul’s usage of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ would allow for the 
latter position.  

                                                 
7 Rupp, The Righteousness of God, 121–22. 

8 John Calvin, Commentary on Romans, trans. and ed. Rev. John 
Owen (Grand Rapids: Christian Classics Ethereal Library), chap. 1, 
<http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/ 
calcom38.toc.html> (accessed 18 June 2015). 
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Post–Reformation Interpretations 

 of the “Righteousness of God” 

 
Since the times of Luther and Calvin, there have been those 

who have held to their understandings, or nuanced variations of 
them. Sam K. Williams explains that three main views (aside from 
the New Perspective view) dominated scholarly literature of the 
latter half of the twentieth century.9 The first option is to take 
δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ to mean something like “man’s righteousness 
that counts before God,” which would mean taking θεοῦ to be an 
objective genitive. This sounds similar to what Calvin believed 
δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ to mean, and it has been espoused by some like 
Herman Ridderbos. Ridderbos, in Paul: An Outline of His Theology, 
explains that one should understand, “in the righteousness of God 
the denotation of that which man must have in order to be able 
to stand in the divine judgment,” and that, “‘righteousness’ here 
[in Rom 1:17 and 3:21] is not a divine but a human quality and 
that the righteousness ‘of God’ further defines the quality of 
righteousness that can stand before God, which is valid in his 
judgment …”10 He essentially believes righteousness to be the 
antithesis of condemnation, which fits nicely with his 
eschatological reading of Paul’s letters. 

The second position would be to take θεοῦ as a subjective 
genitive and interpret δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ as “God’s saving activity 
or power.” This position is represented by scholars such as C. K. 
Barrett, W. G. Kümmel, and Joseph Fitzmyer, but is really typified 
in Ernst Käsemann. According to these interpreters, God’s 
righteousness, for Paul, was a force, power, or activity in doing 
right and in saving men. Some, such as Victor Paul Furnish also 

                                                 
9 Sam K. Williams, “The ‘Righteousness of God’ in Romans,” JBL 99, 

no. 2 (June 1, 1980): 241, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3265815.  

10 Herman Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 163. 
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take it to mean God’s activity in faithfulness to his covenant.11 As 
will be seen, this is a view akin to that taken by Dunn, though his 
position cannot really be simply classified as the subjective 
genitive interpretation. 

The third major understanding of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ is that it 
is the gift of righteousness that God bestows on men. This is to 
understand θεοῦ as a genitive of origin, which is essentially the 
interpretation espoused by Luther and presumably by Augustine. 
One theologian who held this position and elucidated it quite 
clearly is Rudolf Bultmann. He states, “The reason why 
‘righteousness’ is called ‘God’s Righteousness’ is just this: Its one 
and only foundation is the God’s grace—it is God-given, God-
adjudicated righteousness … so ‘God’s righteousness’ means the 
righteousness from God which is conferred upon him [mankind] 
as a gift by God’s free grace alone.”12 Bultmann takes the genitive 
θεοῦ to be what he calls a “genitive of the author,” which is in 
essence the same as a genitive of origin.13  

A fourth position that is worth mentioning, though it is not 
held by many due to the fact that it is difficult to reconcile with 
many passages in which Paul uses the phrase, is taking the 
genitive to be a simple possessive or attributive genitive. In other 
words, understanding the righteousness to be God’s own 
righteousness or one of his attributes. As has already been seen, 
the possessive genitive view, specifically taking the phrase to 
mean active justice as one of God’s attributes, is what led to 
Luther’s great consternation with the words. N. T. Wright’s view 
may be seen as an attributive view, though he understands that 
attribute of righteousness to mean something much different 

                                                 
11 Williams, “‘Righteousness of God’ in Romans,” 241–42. See also, 

Ernst Käsemann, Commentary on Romans, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980). 

12 Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, trans. Kendrick 
Gobel, introd. Robert Morgan (Waco, TX: Baylor University, 2007), 285. 

13 Ibid. 
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than active justice, and it is closely related to the subjective 
genitive position. This view will be discussed further below. 

New Perspective Understanding  

of the “Righteousness of God” 

 
The so-called “New Perspective on Paul,” though it is not 

exactly a coherent movement, is a move away from much of the 
traditional understanding of Paul’s theology based on the work 
of E. P. Sanders that concludes first-century Palestinian Judaism, 
the context in which the Apostle Paul was writing and by which 
he was most heavily influenced, was not the legalistic, works-
based religion the Reformers took it to be. First-century Judaism, 
Sanders says, can be described as following “covenantal 
nomism,” which is, “the view that one’s place in God’s plan is 
established on the basis of the covenant and that the covenant 
requires as the proper response of man his own obedience to its 
commandments, while providing means of atonement for 
transgression.”14 Obedience does not earn God’s grace but is 
necessary to keep one in the covenant, and righteousness means, 
then, the maintenance of one’s status among the elect.15 The 
Reformation, and specifically the Lutheran understanding of 
Paul, then, is thought to be incorrect because it is based on flawed 
notions about first-century Judaism, which were spuriously 
superimposed onto it by Luther who was reacting against the 
works–based theology of the Roman Catholic Church in his own 
time. Two of the most well-known and influential scholars that 
represent the New Perspective are James D. G. Dunn and N. T. 
Wright. These men, based on Sanders’s conclusions and some of 
their own, take δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ to have the meaning that is in 
some ways akin to the subjective genitive option and in some 
ways to the attributive/possessive genitive position, though their 

                                                 
14 Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 75. 

15 Ibid., 420, 544. 
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understanding of it is a bit narrower than just God’s saving 
activity as some who take the subjective genitive option have 
proposed and quite different than what most would think of 
when understanding righteousness as a divine attribute. 

Dunn, in his The Theology of the Apostle Paul, devotes a good 
deal of discussion to this issue because, as he says the phrase 
“‘righteousness of God’… provides the focus for the thematic 
statement defining his [Paul’s] gospel in Rom 1:16–17.”16 Dunn 
describes the typical Greek understanding of δικαιοσύνη to be an 
ideal against which one’s and/or their actions are measured, 
which he believes the contemporary Western mindset reflects, 
but he explains, “in Hebrew thought ‘righteousness’ is a more 
relational concept—‘righteousness’ as the meeting of obligations 
laid upon the individual by the relationship of which he or she is 
a part.”17 Drawing on this supposed Hebrew mindset, which he 
believes to be Paul’s mindset, Dunn then explains what he 
believes is Paul’s meaning concerning δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ: 

 
For the righteousness of God, in line with the understanding of 
“righteousness” above, denotes God’s fulfillment of the obligations 
he took upon himself in creating humankind and particularly in the 
calling of Abraham and the choosing of Israel to be his people. 
Fundamental to this conception of God’s righteousness, therefore, 
is the recognition of the prior initiative of God, both in creation and 
in election … his righteousness was simply the fulfillment of his 
covenant obligation as Israel’s God in delivering, saving, and 
vindicating Israel, despite Israel’s own failure.18 

He goes on to say that for both Jews and Gentiles in his 
audience, Paul could safely assume that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ would 
be understood to mean God’s action on behalf of human beings 

                                                 
16 James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of the Apostle Paul (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2006), Kindle loc. 5689. 

17 Ibid., Kindle loc. 5702. 

18 Ibid., Kindle loc. 5715–5722. 
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because he was drawing on Christianity’s roots, which are in 
Israel’s covenant faith. On this issue, he concludes, “The heart of 
Paul’s theology of justification was the dynamic interaction 
between ‘the righteousness of God’ as God’s saving action for all 
who believe and ‘the righteousness of God’ as God’s faithfulness 
to Israel, his chosen people.”19 Though Dunn claims that the 
debate between the subjective and objective θεοῦ is too narrow 
for the dynamic relationship of God’s righteousness, he has 
effectively taken the subjective genitive option as his 
understanding, though his focus seems to be more on the 
covenant faithfulness, specifically activity that shows faithfulness 
to the covenant, rather than the saving activity aspect of the 
righteousness.20 

 N. T. Wright takes a similar approach to interpreting the 
phrase δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ, but focuses more on the meaning of 
δικαιοσύνη as a relational term in the Hebrew lawcourt setting. 
Wright explains: 

 
In particular—something no English or American reader would 
ever guess from “righteousness” itself—the Hebrew term 
[tsedaqah, which is regularly translated δικαιοσύνη] and its 
cognates have particular functions in relation to the setting of the 
lawcourt … “Righteousness,” within the lawcourt setting … denotes 
the status that someone has when the court has found in their favor. 
Notice, it does not denote, within that all-important lawcourt 
context, “the moral character they are then assumed to have,” or 

                                                 
19 Ibid., Kindle loc. 5742. 

20 See also, James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1–8, WBC (Dallas, TX: Word, 
1988), and The New Perspective on Paul, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2006). 
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“the moral behavior they have demonstrated which has earned 
them the verdict.”21 

Wright believes that “God’s righteousness” means his 
covenant faithfulness and activity that stems from it, and he 
elsewhere discusses the meaning of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ and how it 
relates to the righteousness of man: 

…the divine ‘righteousness’ (covenant faithfulness) is emphatically 
not the same as the ‘righteousness’ that humans have when they are 
declared to be covenant members. That idea, despite its often 
invoking the ‘forensic’ setting of the language, fails to understand 
what that forensic setting means. In the Hebrew lawcourt the judge 
does not give, bestow, impute, or impart his own ‘righteousness’ to 
the defendant …. The righteousness of the judge is the judge’s own 
character, status, and activity, demonstrated in doing these various 
things. The ‘righteousness’ of the defendants is the status they 
possess when the court has found in their favor. Nothing more. 
Nothing less.22 

In his view, Paul’s use of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ is his way of saying 
God’s covenant faithfulness, and he is especially adamant that 
God’s righteousness is never something that is given to man. 
God’s δικαιοσύνη is his activity involved in keeping the covenant, 
despite the failure of his covenant partners to do so, which 
means, in essence, that Wright is taking the subjective genitive 
view as well, but as will be seen later, while stressing the saving 
activity that stems from God’s covenant faithfulness, Wright still 
highlights God’s covenantly faithful character (an attribute). His 
position is very similar to Dunn’s, but it is an even narrower 
version that relies heavily on the Hebrew lawcourt idea for 
support.  

                                                 
21 N. T. Wright, Justification: God’s Plan & Paul’s Vision (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009), 89–90. 

22 N. T. Wright, Pauline Perspectives: Essays on Paul, 1978–2013 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013), 100. 
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Since the interpretation of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ used by Dunn 
and Wright is at odds with the traditional Protestant 
understanding, something they readily acknowledge, and even 
with the majority of interpreters throughout history, it is 
necessary to investigate whether their interpretation is valid or 
not. Dunn and Wright are very influential NT scholars, and 
though the debate with other NT scholars largely centers on the 
doctrine of justification, the meaning of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ is 
intimately related for the reasons mentioned above. If their 
understanding of God’s righteousness is not correct, then their 
theory of justification is left wanting. 

LEXICAL AND GRAMMATICAL ANALYSIS 

 
To best understand the meaning of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ, it is 

necessary to understand both the Hebrew words typically 
rendered δικαιοσύνη by the LXX and the common Greek 
meanings as well. Whether one understands Paul to be using the 
common Greek understanding or favoring a sense more in line 
with Jewish understanding may play a role in how one interprets 
the righteousness of God, but it is important to have a firm grasp 
of these meanings in order to proceed. It will also be valuable to 
examine the grammatical structure of the phrase to see which 
meaning(s) may be most appropriate. 

Classical Greek Meanings of Δικαιοσύνη 

 
All words in the δικαιοσ-word group appear to be derived 

from δίκη, which had the original meaning “instructress” or 
“instruction.” Δίκη, in ancient Greek mythology, was the daughter 
of Zeus and shared with him in the government of the world.  Δίκη 
was understood, in the religious sense to be an elemental cosmic 
force superior to men that was inherent in the nature of being 
and related to men’s ability to live together in society. It later took 
on the meaning of punishment or the goddess of punishment. 
Eventually, δίκη came to be understood as the axiomatic 
foundation of human life. Thus, the δίκαιος, the righteous person, 
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was one whose behavior fit the structure of society and fulfilled 
the proper obligations to his fellow men and the gods.23 

Δικαιοσύνη is the noun form (-συνη being indicative of an 
abstraction) that developed in the post-epic period. It signifies 
the quality of the righteous man, but it also is the standard that a 
judge should uphold and constantly seek to restore. Δικαιοσύνη 
(righteousness) was, along with prudence, temperance, and 
fortitude, one of the four cardinal virtues. There is a close 
connection between the legal view of term and ethics in general.24 

 

Old Testament Meaning of Δικαιοσύνη 

 
In the OT, the δικαιο-word group is most often used to 

translate the ṣdq word group. Δικαιοσύνη is regularly used to 
render the noun forms ṣedeq (ֶדק  the masculine form, and ,(ֶצ֫
ṣedāqâ (ְצָדָקה), the feminine form, though the meanings of the 

masculine and feminine forms are essentially identical and have 
the basic meaning of conforming to ethical or moral standards.25 
TWOT explains that the ṣdq root has a variety of meanings: 
 

The root presents a development or variety of usage. 1. The abstract 
meaning of conformity to some standard (Gen 15:6), Abraham 

                                                 
23 Colin Brown, ed., The New International Dictionary of New 

Testament Theology, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978), 352ff. 
Hereafter NIDNTT. 

24 Ibid. See also, Gerhard Kittel, ed. Theological Dictionary of the New 

Testament, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 192. Hereafter 
TDNT. 

25 R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer, and Bruce K. Waltke, 
Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, vols. 1&2 (Chicago: Moody 
Press, 1981), BibleWorks 8.0.020u.1 (BibleWorks, 2013). Hereafter 
TWOT. See also Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, eds., 
A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1906), BibleWorks 8.0.020u.1 (BibleWorks, 2013). Hereafter BDB. 
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measuring up to the requirement of trust. 2. As a descriptive 
characteristic of God (Deut 32:4), as just and righteous, the 
standard being his own will and nature as the supreme being. The 
illustration of the potter and the clay (Isa 45:9–12) points to the 
appropriateness of the divine decision. 3. ṣedāqâ or ṣedeq when 
applied to God mean righteousness, his characteristics then 
becoming the ultimate standard of human conduct. 4. The visitation 
of punishment on moral infractions is an example of righteousness, 
as were God's judgments on Pharaoh for refusing to release the 
Israelites (Exo 9:27). To judge sin is, one may say, a divine necessity 
for a righteous God. 5. God shows his righteousness in vindicating 
the deserving among his people (Gen 18:25). Although that 
righteousness may require punishment, it is followed by mercy on 
repentance. 6. The work of justification is seen when David pleads 
for forgiveness (Psa 51:14 [H 16]), calling on God to bestow 
deliverance without regard to merit to fulfill his obligation to his 
own standards. Implicit in this justification is the substitutionary 
sacrifice for sin sincerely offered as noted in Psa 51:16–19.26   

Many who have addressed this issue have a different 
understanding of the ṣdq root and believe it should be 
understood and interpreted against the background of covenant 
relationship with God. Further addressing this issue, TWOT 
states, 

 
There are different concepts of the meaning of this root. G. Schrenk 
cites Diestel and Kautzsch as working out "thoroughly the 'idea of 
the consistent and normative action of God (God himself being the 
norm rather than standing under it)" (TDNT, 11, p. 195). Schrenk 
himself, however, declares that "ṣedāqâ implies relationship. A man 
is righteous when he meets certain claims which another has on 
him in virtue of relationship" (ibid.). He does not attempt to prove 
this concept of relationship, but he bases much on the idea that 
"Deutero-Isaiah" always uses the image of a legal dispute whereby 
God defends the people under covenant to him much as an ancient 
eastern suzerain promised to do in a suzerainty treaty. This 
covenant concept is so paramount in Schrenk that he can say: "This 

                                                 
26 Ibid. 
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linking of right and salvation is most deeply grounded in the 
covenant concept. Ṣedāqâ is the execution of covenant faithfulness 
and the covenant promises. God's righteousness as His judicial 
reign means that in covenant faithfulness to His people He 
vindicates and saves them" (ibid.). By this emphasis on the 
covenant, God's righteousness becomes fidelity to promises and 
there is no eternal justice of God to be satisfied by a substitute. 
Indeed, rescue of the covenant people from trouble is both 
righteousness, salvation, and victory. Snaith writes from a similar 
viewpoint. He holds that "the eighth century prophets use the word 
ṣedeq - ṣedāqâ (righteousness) in an ethical sense.... Second Isaiah 
thought of ṣedeq more from the point of view of that which actually 
is established in this world. It is that which triumphs and prospers" 
(op. cit., p. 87). In a note (p. 89) he argues that only in the very late 
passages of Isa 26:19 (Trito–Isaiah, third century) and Dan 12:2 
(which he holds is Maccabean) is there any teaching of a 
"resurrection life beyond the grave." Therefore (since the other 
verses on resurrection are retranslated and their teaching denied) 
he says that righteousness, i.e. salvation, for the Israelite "must 
involve the blessings of honor from men and general prosperity." 
The biblical declaration of the personal righteousness of the living 
God is thus evaporated by critical theory.27 

As one examines the literature concerning δικαιοσύνη, it 
becomes evident that this view espoused by Schrenk and others 
has heavily influenced much of modern scholarship, especially 
many of the more liberal scholars whose works are widely read 
and used to study the meanings of such words as δικαιοσύνη. It 
is easy to see, then, how those who take the New Perspective view 
of Paul and reject the idea that he was pushing back against first-
century Judaism could make this a controlling feature of how they 
interpret δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ in Paul’s writings. It is interesting to 
note and should be kept in mind that this concept of God’s 
righteousness as totally relationship-based relies largely on the 
work of critical scholarship, which does not hold as high a view 
of Scripture as most evangelicals do. Work done by others to see 

                                                 
27 Ibid. 
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beyond the focus of critical scholarship has revealed that there 
are other and perhaps better alternatives. 

Against the view that the Hebrew understanding of God’s 
righteousness is strictly covenantal, authors such as Mark Seifrid 
and Stephen Westerholm have objected that righteousness and 
covenant membership do not at all appear to be synonymous in 
the OT. Westerholm explains that in both the Hebrew OT and the 
LXX, being part of God’s covenant people does not carry with it 
the entailment of being righteous (ṣedāqâ/dikaiosynē). He states, 
“Throughout the Hebrew and Greek (LXX) Scriptures, ‘righteous’ 
and ‘wicked’ are found side by side, in Israel and other nations. 
The two are distinguished, in Israel as among the nations, by their 
deeds. And whether one is one or the other matters supremely 
when God judges the world and all its peoples in 
righteousness…”28 He draws on the fact that throughout the OT 
the contrast between righteousness and wickedness is apparent. 
Therefore, righteousness is not equivalent to being in the 
covenant, but rather it is doing righteousness (not wickedness), 
whether in or out of covenant, though there will certainly be 
some overlap. 

Mark Seifrid objects as well to the idea that the ṣdq word 
group is always relational. He contends that this idea is 
problematic because it is often applied to various objects of 
commerce (e.g., right weights, measures, etc.). He further 
explains, “In biblical terms one generally does not ‘act righteously 
or unrighteously’ with respect to a covenant. Rather, on ‘keeps,’ 
‘remembers,’ ‘establishes’ a covenant, or the like. Or, conversely, 
on ‘breaks,’ ‘transgresses,’ ‘forsakes,’ ‘despises,’ ‘forgets,’ or 
‘profanes’ it.”29 Rarely do the Hebrew words for covenant and 

                                                 
28 Stephen Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New on Paul: The 

“Lutheran” Paul and His Critics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 289. 
 
29 Mark A. Seifrid, “Righteousness Language in the Hebrew 

Scriptures and Early Judaism,” in D.A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and Mark 
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righteousness ever appear together in the OT. Though the word 
for covenant appears 283 time and ṣdq terminology occurs some 
524 times, they are only come into significant contact in seven 
passages. He concludes, “All ‘covenant-keeping’ is righteous 
behavior, but not all righteous behavior is ‘covenant keeping.’ It 
is misleading, therefore, to speak of ‘God’s righteousness’ as his 
‘covenant-faithfulness.’ It would be closer to the biblical language 
to speak of ‘faithfulness’ as ‘covenant-righteousness.’”30 While 
there is certainly a relational dimension to the ṣdq word group, 
its meaning simply cannot be limited to a relational idea, and the 
ethical and judical dimensions should be taken into account. 

New Testament Meaning of Δικαιοσύνη 

  
Most of the occurrences of the δικαιο-word group in the NT 

occur in the writings of Paul. The other NT authors tend to use 
this word group, and δικαιοσύνη in particular, with a meaning 
similar to what would have been understood by those Greek 
speakers uninfluenced by biblical thought. To the average Greek 
speaker of the day, the word δικαιοσύνη would have meant 
something like morally upright in behavior or integrity in 
behavior. The idea of justice and acting impartially toward fellow 
men was key. Leland Jamison notes, “New Testament writers 
other than Paul tended to use dikaiosyne in senses fairly close to 
the normal Greek meaning, although the influence of the OT and 
of later Jewish religious conceptions of ‘what duty God requires 
of man’ are everywhere evident. The most common reference of 
the word is to ‘human behavior in harmony with God’s will and 

                                                 
Complexities of Second Temple Judaism (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2001), 424. 

30 Ibid. 
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well-pleasing to him….’”31 With that in mind, it would seem that 
the reader of the NT is safe to think of God’s righteousness as his 
moral excellence or justice, but, as BDAG notes, “A strict 
classification of δικαιοσύνη in the NT is complicated by frequent 
interplay of abstract and concrete aspects drawn from OT and Gr-
Rom. cultures, in which a sense of equitableness combines with 
awareness of responsibility within a social context.”32 When one 
encounters the letters of the Apostle Paul, most scholars and 
commentators agree that the “normal” meaning does not seem to 
fit in many places. Work must be done, then, to find the meaning 
of Paul’s usage of δικαιοσύνη, especially in the phrase δικαιοσύνη 
θεοῦ. Key passages relating to Paul’s usage of the phrase 
δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ will be examined below. 

Grammatical Analysis of Δικαιοσύνη Θεοῦ 

 
One interesting aspect of studying the phrase δικαιοσύνη 

θεοῦ is that most interpreters, especially in more recent 
scholarship, highlight the subjective and objective genitive 
understandings (see discussion above) as two of the main, if not 
the two most likely, options for interpreting it. For the genitive, 
θεοῦ, to be either subjective or objective, the head noun, 
δικαιοσύνη, must have an implicit verbal idea. Daniel Wallace 
explains, “The subjective, objective, and plenary genitives are 
used with head nouns that involve a verbal idea. That is, the head 
noun has a verb cognate…The verbal genitive construction, then, 
is a sentence embed involving, typically, a transitive verbal 
idea.”33 If that is the case, then taking θεοῦ to be an either 
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subjective or objective genitive would be very possible as 
δικαιοσύνη certainly has a verbal cognate, δικαιόω. However, 
there is some contention that δικαιοσύνη should not in fact be 
understood as a verbal noun. 

Denny Burk, in opposition to the idea that θεοῦ is either 
subjective or objective, says, “The question of a subjective versus 
an objective genitive relies entirely on the supposition that the 
head noun δικαιοσύνη implies a verbal idea. But we have ample 
reason to question this assumption, and indeed we shall see that 
the assumption is altogether unjustified.”34 This contention is 
based on the fact that Burk does not believe δικαιοσύνη to be the 
nominalization of any verbal action. He contends that simply 
sharing a stem with a verbal form does not necessarily mean that 
δικαιοσύνη denotes any action. Richard Young explains that 
discerning what nouns should be considered verbal nouns is not 
especially easy, but, “Nouns with endings that name actions (-σις, 
-μος) or agents (-της, -τηρ, -τωρ, -ευς) are usually verbal nouns. 
Those which are built on verb stems…are often verbal nouns, but 
in some contexts they may denote an abstraction rather than an 
event.”35 It is this last phrase that is key to Burk’s argument, 
because he believes δικαιοσύνη to be referring to an abstraction 
rather than an action. As he points out, there is a nominalized 
form of the verb δικαιόω, which is δικαίωσις, and it is interesting 
that this word uses the –σις ending, which, as already noted, 
usually denotes a noun that names an action. The –συνη ending, 
on the other hand, as mentioned in the section dealing with the 
classical meaning of δικαιοσύνη, denotes an abstraction. Burk 
explains, 
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verbal genitives: A grammatical clarification," JSNT 34, no. 4 (June 1, 
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35 Richard A. Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek: A Linguistic 
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Nouns terminating with the -σις suffix derive from verbal forms and 
they denote the nominalization of verbal action. Nouns that end 
with the -συνη suffix (like δικαιοσύνη) do not derive from verbs nor 
do they denote verbal action.…δικαιοσύνη belongs to a class of 
Greek nouns that derive from adjectives. The -συνη suffix in Greek 
corresponds roughly to the -ness suffix in English. As with the 
English -ness suffix, the Greek suffix -συνη attaches to adjectives to 
make them into nouns. The result is not the nominalization of 
verbal action, but the nominalization of an attribute or quality. The 
suffix -συνη functioned in a similar way in Koine Greek. The -συνη 
suffix is appended to adjectives ending in -ος in order to make an 
adjectival quality or attribute into a noun. Pierre Chantraine (1933: 
211) says that nouns ending in -συνη tend to indicate the qualities 
or defects of a person’s character—one’s talents, abilities, or 
feelings.36 

This is a significant linguistic point made against taking θεοῦ 
to be subjective or objective, but most interpreters who take one 
of these positions dismiss the linguistic point in favor of the idea 
that the Greek sense of δικαιοσύνη is pushed aside by it use to 
translate the ṣdq stem nouns, which many believe is synonymous 
with his saving activity. To this objection, Burk appeals to the fact 
that there are certain linguistic signals one would expect if the OT 
authors were using a substantivized form of divine activity, and 
he says,  

 
The selection of δικαιοσύνη on the part of the LXX translators is 
surely significant. It gives us a glimpse into how they were 
interpreting the Hebrew terms הקדצ and קדצ. If the LXX translators 

of Psalms and Isaiah had intended verbal action, then why did they 
not employ the noun δικαίωσή (which indicates nominalized 
action)? Should not their selection of δικαιοσύνη (which every 
Greek reader would have heard as a nominalized attribute or 
quality) be taken as an early interpretation of the Hebrew texts—
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an interpretation that perhaps Paul himself adopted and that points 
us to righteousness conceived of as an attribute? 

Burk concludes that δικαιοσύνη cannot simply mean God’s 
saving activity, but he believes that there is a link between the 
divine attribute, δικαιοσύνη, and God’s saving activity. He 
believes that δικαιοσύνη stands metonymically for God’s 
salvation, and it is his righteousness, which is part of his nature, 
that motivates God’s acts of salvation and redemption.37 

While many will not accept Burk’s position that θεοῦ can be 
neither subjective nor objective, his explanation of δικαιοσύνη as 
the nominalization of an adjective rather than of a verb should 
give one pause when considering the options for meanings of 
δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ. It is always best to remember what the plain 
meaning of a word or phrase is, that which the original audience 
would have understood, when trying to understand and interpret 
it. This syntactical analysis should be kept in mind moving 
forward. 

PAUL’S USAGE OF ΔΙΚΑΙΟΣΥΝΗ ΘΕΟῦ 

 
As it has already been noted, Paul’s usage of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ 

seems to be different from what other NT authors mean when 
they use the phrase, or at the very least may seem confusing in 
certain passages. In this section, a brief assessment of Paul’s use 
of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ in several key passages and the possible 
meanings resulting from the various methods of interpretation 
will be given. 

Romans 1:16–17 

 
Romans 1:16–17 is an extremely important passage when it 

comes to Paul’s use of the phrase δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ. These verses 
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are, as Dunn says, “the thematic statement of the entire letter,”38 
and Moo explains, “[W]hile vv. 16–17 are technically part of the 
proem of the letter, they serve as the transition into the body by 
stating Paul’s theme. Most scholars would agree with this 
conclusion …”39 As such, it shows the significance of Paul’s use of 
the phrase righteousness of God in verse 17, in that it is a key to 
understanding all that he has to say to his hearers.  

If one takes the New Perspective view that Paul’s meaning of 
δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ is so heavily shaped by his Jewish background, 
the Jewish lawcourt imagery, and the supposed OT meaning of 
the ṣdq root, the verse would read something like, “For the 
covenant faithfulness of God is being revealed ….” Taking the θεοῦ 
as a subjective genitive would render the verse, “For the saving 

action of God is being revealed …,” and taking the Lutheran view 
that righteousness is a status given by God would lead to a 
reading something like, “For God’s righteousness that he bestows 
is being revealed ….”  

While these options are not exhaustive of the possibilities, 
and it is often popular to take some combination of possible 
solutions to form an interpretation, the immediate context gives 
several clues that should point to the best explanation. It is 
immediately evident in this verse that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ is closely 
linked to faith. Paul says that God’s righteousness is being 
revealed in the gospel by faith. This close linking of the 
δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ with faith and the phrase immediately following 
stating that, “the righteous one shall live by faith,” and 
δικαιοσύνη being tied to faith in many other Pauline passages 
suggest that there must be an element here of the idea that 
righteousness is from God, a gift of God.40 It would seem, too, that 
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39 Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1996), 64. 

40 Ibid., 72–73. 
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the context of this passage would allow for the possibility of the 
possessive genitive, in other words, understanding 
righteousness of God as part of his moral character. 

Romans 3:21–26 

 
The phrase δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ is used twice and δικαιοσύνης 

αὐτοῦ – the noun θεοῦ being replaced with the third person 
personal pronoun—twice in Romans 3:21–26. It seems that the 
New Perspective proponents have more of an argument here 
than in chapter one. Wright says of these verses: 

 
What can we say about the status of ‘righteous which, in many 
Pauline passages, is enjoyed by the people of God in Christ? For 
Paul, there is a clear distinction. God’s own righteousness is 
dikaiosynē theou. The status of ‘righteous’ which people enjoy as a 

result of God’s action in Christ and by the Spirit is, in Philippians 

3.9, hē ek theou dikaiosynē, the righteous status which is ‘from God’. 
Ignoring this distinction, and translating dikaiosynē theou as ‘a 
righteousness from God’ or something like that, makes nonsense of 
several passages, most noticebly (sic) Romans 3.21–26 (as, for 
instance, in the appalling and self-contradictory NIV!), where the 
great theme is the way in which God has been faithful to the 
covenant, the astonishing way whereby all alike, Jewish sinners and 
gentile sinners, are welcomed, redeemed, justified.41 

On Wright’s view vv. 21–22 should read, “But now apart from 
the Law the covenant faithfulness of God has been made manifest, 
being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the covenant 
faithfulness of God through the faith in Jesus Christ for all who 
believe.”42  

                                                 
41 Wright, Pauline Perspectives, 280. 

42 Though it is beyond the scope of this work, it should be noted that 
there is also the significant issue of διὰ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ and the 
debate surrounding pistis Christou. One’s interpretation of 
righteousness of God may be affected by one’s understanding of pistis 

Christou, but space does not allow for further investigation here. Wright 
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Wright’s understanding, however, seems to go against the 
point that Paul is making here, for the very first thing that Paul 
says in verse 21 is, “But now apart from the Law…” As Moo says, 
the Law here refers to the Mosaic covenant, which has been made 
obsolete. The identifying markers of Judaism, the food laws, 
circumcision, and Sabbath are no longer necessary, and God’s 
righteousness is being made manifest outside of Jewish 
parameters—apart from the Law—specifically because the 
covenant of which they were a part is obsolete, and it is through 
faith in Christ that his righteousness is now made manifest.43 It 
would not make much sense, then, to say that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ 
here means simply covenant faithfulness. Verses 25–26 further 
explain and draw out the meaning of the previous statement, and 
the best interpretation for the two uses of δικαιοσύνης αὐτοῦ 
along with the two previous instances would seem to be 
something like “God’s saving action,” or “God’s righteous 
attribute,” or some combination of the two. God’s being righteous 
doing righteous deeds go hand-in-hand, and if these verses are 
indeed answering what Paul has been saying in 1:18–3:20, that 
God’s wrath is revealed because all have failed to honor him, then 
it makes sense to say that his righteousness, which is made 
manifest through faith in Christ, is his saving actions that are an 
expression of his righteous character, but not something so 
narrow as his covenant faithfulness or covenantly faithful 
actions. 

                                                 
strongly supports the “faithfulness of Christ” interpretation, but even 
Dunn acknowledges that it is faith in Christ, rather than faith of Christ, 
that best explains the use of the phrase by Paul as the antithesis to erga 

nomou, works of the Law. See N.T. Wright, “Letter to the Romans,” in The 

New Interpreter’s Bible: Vol. X, ed. Leander Keck, (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 2002), and Dunn, Romans 1–8. For further helpful discussion of 
this issue and support for the “faith in Christ”—Christ as the object of 
faith—interpretation, see Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, BECNT (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 1998), 179ff. 

43 Moo, Romans¸ 223. 
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Romans 10:3 

 
Romans 10:3 reads, “For not knowing the righteousness of 

God and seeking to establish their own righteousness, they did 
not subject themselves to the righteousness of God.” Here again, 
Wright argues, “The most natural way of taking the first and third 
occurrences of δικαιοσύνη dikaiosyne in the verse are to refer to 
God’s own “righteousness”–the quality of equitable covenant 
faithfulness that has been the main theme of Romans in general 
and of 9:6–29 in particular.”44  He further argues that, “The 
second use (τὴν ἰδίαν δικαιοσύνην ten idian dikaiosynen) refers 
to the covenant status that Israel according to the flesh had 
thought to set up for itself…There is no need, in fact, for each 
occurrence of “righteousness” to refer to the same thing. On the 
contrary, the sense is much clearer if they do not.”45 It seems that 
his contention that the meaning of the verse is clearer by taking 
two different meanings for δικαιοσύνη is only true if one 
presupposes as he does that God’s righteousness is his covenant 
faithfulness, something that believers cannot possess.  

In reality the meaning of the verse becomes much clearer if 
one understands both uses of δικαιοσύνη in the verse to refer to 
“righteous character.” If one understands that the Jews sought to 
establish their own righteousness or righteous character that 
leads to salvation rather than knowing and submitting to God’s 
righteous character and/or saving righteousness, the verse then 
makes perfectly good sense. It is also important to note that in the 
following verses, Paul again, perhaps even more forcefully than 
before, makes a sharp contrast between righteousness by the 
Law (the obsolete covenant) and righteousness by faith. As has 
been previously mentioned, this speaks to the idea of 
righteousness unto salvation. 

                                                 
44 Wright, “Letter to the Romans.” 
 
45 Ibid. 
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2 Corinthians 5:21 

 
In what is arguably the most explicit statement in the Pauline 

corpus and in the whole of scripture concerning God’s 
righteousness and its relation to those in Christ, Paul says in 2 
Corinthians 5:21, “He made the one who knew not sin to be sin 
on our behalf, that we might become the righteousness of God in 
him.” The plain reading of this verse would seem to suggest that 
God’s righteousness is, in fact, imputed to believers by their being 
in Christ, the sinless one, and this is exactly understanding that 
many take. John Piper says that this verse is, “one of the most 
powerful statements of the reality of an external divine 
righteousness imputed to believers.”46 Charles Hodge expounds 
further on this verse stating, 

 
He was made sin, we are made “righteousness.” The only sense in 
which we are made the righteousness of God is that we are in Christ 
regarded and treated as righteous, and therefore the sense in which 
he was made sin, is that he was regarded and treated as a 
sinner.…In other words, our sins were imputed to Christ, and his 
righteousness imputed to us.…There is probably no passage in the 
Scriptures in which the doctrine of justification is more concisely or 
clearly stated than in this. Our sins were imputed to Christ, and his 
righteousness is imputed to us. He bore our sin; we are clothed in 
his righteousness.47 

Obviously, this moves the discussion from simply trying to 
understand the meaning of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ to a discussion 

                                                 
46 John Piper, Counted Righteous in Christ: Should We Abandon the 

Imputation of Christ's Righteousness? (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2002), 
81. 

47 Charles Hodge, An Exposition of the Second Epistle to the 

Corinthians (New York: Robert Carter & Brothers, 1862), 148–50, 
<https://archive.org/details/anexpositionsec00hodggoog> (accessed 
18 June 2015). 
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about justification, which is one of the important implications of 
one’s interpretation of the phrase, but the two are apparently 
intimately linked by the wording of this passage if one takes the 
imputation view of justification. 

N. T. Wright, in opposition to the view taken by Piper and 
many others, while claiming that he would, “not go to any lengths 
to overturn the usual reading of 2 Corinthians 5.21, merely 
because of a search for spurious harmony…”48 seems to do just 
that by trying to explain how one can read δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ here 
as “God’s covenant faithfulness.” Wright contends that the 
traditional interpretation of this passage as teaching imputed 
righteousness makes it somewhat of an extra, an atonement 
statement thrown into Paul’s discussion that is not dealing with 
this topic. He says, rather, that the context of this verse is a 
discussion about being a covenant ambassador and concludes, 

 
[O]ne must insist that Paul has himself prepared the way for 5.21 
with his metaphor of ‘ambassador’ in the preceding verse. The 
whole point of the ambassadorial system in the ancient as in the 
modern world, is that the sovereign himself (or herself) speaks 
through the agent. Paul stresses this: ‘God is making his appeal 
through us’. It should therefore be no surprise that in his summing-
up he should refer to himself as ‘becoming’ the ‘righteousness’, that 
is, the ‘covenant faithfulness’, of God .… If Paul as an ambassador 
has any inadequacies, they are dealt with in the death of Christ; if 
he has a message to deliver, it is because he has become, by the 
Spirit, the incarnation of the covenant faithfulness of God.49 

Although Wright claims that this reading is natural and 
makes perfectly good sense if one only understands it in light of 
the context, it seems that he is doing exactly what he claims not 
to do and attempting to create harmony with the meaning he sees 
elsewhere.  

                                                 
48 Wright, Pauline Perspectives, 71. 

49 Ibid., 74. 
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This verse seems to be the clearest example thus far of Paul 
speaking of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ as something that believers receive 
or at least become. Saying that this passage is not about believers 
actually becoming the righteousness of God but becoming 
ambassadorial representatives of that righteousness based on 
the larger context is highly unsatisfactory, because the immediate 
context in the verse is the juxtaposition that Paul is creating 
between Christ’s becoming sin and those in him becoming the 
righteousness of God. This speaks to the fact that, in the same 
very real way that he became sin—taking it on, it being credited 
to him though he is sinless—believers very really become the 
righteousness of God—take it on, it being credited to them 
though they are sinful. Though Wright’s main contention is that 
God’s righteousness is never something that believers receive, 
this passage gives strong evidence to the contrary and should 
help to inform the understanding of God’s righteousness in other 
Pauline passages such as in Romans.  

Philippians 3:8–9 

 
Here Paul says, “More than that, I count all things to be loss in 

view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for 
whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but 
rubbish so that I may gain Christ, and may be found in Him, not 
having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that 
which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes 
from God on the basis of faith” (NASB). Like 2 Corinthians 5:21, 
many take this passage as strong evidence against Wright’s 
position that the righteousness of God is never something given 
to believers. Piper argues that this passage is evidence of the 
imputation of Christ’s righteousness, as the Trinitarian relations, 
he says, closes the gap between the righteousness from God and 
the righteousness from Christ imputed to believers.50 Wright says 
emphatically, however, that righteousness here is not God’s 

                                                 
50 Piper, Counted Righteous, 83–84. 
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status that he grants to believers and neither is it Christ’s own 
righteousness. He contends that it is a righteous status from God. 
His argument relies heavily on the parallel made between the 
phrase δικαιοσύνην τὴν ἐκ νόμου (righteousness from the Law) 
and the phrase τὴν ἐκ θεοῦ δικαιοσύνην (righteousness from 
God). This parallel shows, he believes, that since righteousness 
from the Law does not mean something possessed by the Law 
that is imputed to Law–observers, then righteousness from God 
cannot mean something possessed by God and imputed to 
believers.51 On this view, the righteous status from God is 
something completely other than the δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ spoken of 
in Romans 1:17; 3:21–26; 10:3; and 2 Corinthians 5:21, etc. Peter 
O’Brien contends that if Paul wanted to speak of a righteousness 
from God in those passages, he could have easily used the 
preposition ἐκ or ἀπό, so those passages are speaking of 
something different, and Philippians 3:8–9 should not influence 
one’s understanding of those instances of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ 
except to say that they certainly do not mean “righteousness from 
God.”52 

There is a strong case to be made here that this phrase differs 
significantly from δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ found in the previously 
addressed passages, so one should not be too quick to count these 
verses as evidence for one’s interpretation of those instances. 
However, the verses that follow Philippians 3:3–9, do have an 
explanatory function in relation to them and suggest that Paul 
means more here than just God’s bestowing righteous status. 

Paul says in 3:10–11, “that I may know Him and the power of His 

resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being 
conformed to His death; in order that I may attain to the 
resurrection from the dead” (NASB). Thomas Stegman explains 
that Paul is implicitly pointing to the power of the Holy Spirit that 
comes through the power of Jesus’ resurrection, and that being 

                                                 
51 Wright, Justification, 150–52. 

52 Peter T. O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians, NIGTC (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 396–99. 
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conformed to Christ means being transformed. He states, “Paul 
uses dikaio–terminology for more than God’s forensic declaration 
of status; it also connotes transformation after the likeness of 
Christ.”53  

That being the case, it may not be fair to immediately include 
this passage as support for the view that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ means 
“righteousness imputed by God,” but neither is it correct to 
conclude that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ means only the “righteous status” 
God bestows. The use of the preposition ἐκ here clearly sets this 
example apart from the others examined, and so they cannot be 
directly equated. However, this passage does show that Paul 
sometimes understand righteousness as being from God—likely 
in a transformational way that moves one toward Christ likeness 
—which does not support the view that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ means 
simply God’s covenant faithfulness.  

CONCLUSIONS 

 
The phrase δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ in the writing of Paul has 

generated great debate and controversy. It has been 
acknowledged by most that this phrase is a key to understanding 
much of what the Apostle has to say about God and the salvation 
that is offered through Christ, but the substantial disagreements 
about its meaning can leave one wondering about a great deal. To 
take the meaning proposed by Luther, that it is God’s own 
righteousness that he bestows as a gift on men, is a very different 
position than that taken by N. T. Wright and other New 
Perspective proponents, that it is simply God’s covenant 
faithfulness, and it is his own and never given to men. Other 
options have ranged from interpreting δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ as God’s 

                                                 
53 Thomas D. Stegman,"Paul's Use of Dikaio–Terminology: Moving 

Beyond N. T. Wright's Forensic Interpretation," TS 72, no. 3 (September 
2011): 511, <http://search.proquest.com/docview/ 
884626667?accountid=12085>. 
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saving activity/power, as Käsemann does, to understanding it as 
righteousness that counts before God. 

All the various positions have their difficulties, but to 
understand the meaning of δικαιοσύνη, one must examine its 
normal use in the Greek language, its use in the both the Greek 
OT (LXX) and the words it is used to translate from the Hebrew 
OT, as well as its many uses, specifically in Paul’s letters. As this 
study has shown, the normal usage of δικαιοσύνη in the Greek 
language and in the NT outside of Paul is that of an attribute, it is 
having right moral character. The OT usage is a bit more difficult, 
but what seems evident is that many interpreters today are 
influenced in their understanding of the OT meaning by the work 
of critical scholars from over a century ago who, based on their 
critical approach to the text, took the ṣdq root words that are 
primarily rendered δικαιοσύνη in the LXX to primarily mean 
something relational and dealing with the covenant.   

While this work will not solve the issues surrounding the 
meaning of δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ or even give the best understanding 
of the phrase, it has shown that the New Perspective 
interpretation, specifically that of N.T. Wright, is lacking in 
explanatory power. This approach seems to be to narrow, and 
while covenant faithfulness should certainly be understood as 
righteousness, it is difficult, after examining the evidence, to see 
how one would reach the conclusion that δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ means 
simply “God’s covenant faithfulness” without coming to the texts 
with some strong presuppositions about Paul’s notions about 
Judaism in his day and about justification in general. 
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The People, The Land, and The Future of Israel. Darrell L. Bock and 
Mitch Glaser (eds). Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2014. 349 pages. 
$15.99  

The eyes of the world are fixed upon the Middle East. The tiny 
nation of Israel has been thrust onto history’s center stage once 
again. A cloud of mystery covers the Jewish people by day and the 
fire of controversy lights up the Jerusalem skies by night. Even 
the name of the land currently controlled by Abraham’s seed is 
the subject of debate. Many argue that Jacob’s offspring have 
forfeited their right to the promised land and covenantal 
blessings of God. In response to this assertion, a team of scholars 
from a broad spectrum of evangelicalism assembled in New York 
City in October 2013. Together they collaborated to produce a 
biblical theology for the origin, history, persecution, 
perseverance, hope, and future of Israel, both as a people and as 
a nation.  

In The People, The Land, and The Future of Israel, Bock and 
Glaser compile seventeen chapters from eighteen different 
scholars who gathered in New York to discuss the theological 
implications of the nation of Israel. The contributors are 
introduced with an annotated biography at the onset of the work. 
The book itself is divided into four main sections that examine 
Israel in the Old Testament, New Testament, history, and 
practical theology. Each chapter opens with scannable QR codes 
that link the reader to conference videos, interviews, and panel 
discussions; and the chapters all close with helpful discussion 
questions. These innovative features make the book a valuable 
and practical resource. 

Section one pays homage to the Tanakh in both form and 
function as Merrill, Kaiser, and Chisholm examine God’s dealings 
with Israel in the Torah, Writings, and Prophets respectively. 
Kaiser’s OT exposition shines as he masterfully weaves the 
Abrahamic, Davidic, and new covenants together, demonstrating 
Israel’s hope of God’s future blessing even as a people in exile. 
Brown concludes the section by examining the traditional Jewish 
interpretation of the biblical texts. Collectively, these four 
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authors convincingly argue that the blessings God promised to 
Israel include their occupation of the land. 

Section two outlines Israel’s relationship with the church in 
the NT. In the post-reformation era of Christianity, 
supersessionism rules the day. Wilkins, Bock, Vanlangingham, 
and Evans push back against this predominant theological 
viewpoint by arguing that God’s inclusion of Gentiles does not 
equate to his exclusion of the Jews. To support their thesis, 
priority is given to Romans 9–11 and Luke 21 here and 
throughout the work, and rightfully so. Yet this added attention 
comes at the expense of texts like Revelation 7 and 12, which are 
significantly omitted from the book. In conclusion, these four 
authors successfully make a strong case for replacement 
theology’s incompatibility with Scripture by demonstrating how 
God’s promises in the NT complement rather than cancel his 
promises to Israel.  

In section three, Vlach traces the development of 
replacement theology throughout the history of the church from 
the ante-Nicene fathers through the holocaust and to the 
contemporary development of a new supersessionism. Together 
he, Blaising, Saucy, Feinberg, and Levanthal develop a sound 
apologetic for Israel’s right to dwell in the land. Levanthal’s 
chapter on the theological implications of the Holocaust alone is 
worth the price of the book. Levanthal provides a painful glance 
at history through a Biblical lens, revealing God’s sovereignty 
over the catastrophic events of the past. Levanthal aptly follows 
Feinberg, who defends the eschatological necessity of Israel’s 
presence in the land.  

In section four, Rydelnik, Glaser, Epstein, and Hagg close by 
offering practical applications for the preceding theological 
developments that stretch from the seminary to the street. 
Rydelnik presents a unique perspective on the post-war aliyot, 
demonstrating how the presence of the Jews in the land of Israel 
confirms the existence of God. Finally, Epstein’s heart for the lost 
sheep of Israel is evident as he calls on all evangelicals to 
introduce Jews to their Messiah. 

The People, the Land, and the Future of Israel is a tremendous 
resource for the ministry professional. The book successfully 
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provides both depth of theology and breath of application. 
Although the hermeneutics of progressive dispensationalism and 
contemporary linguistics may present a stumbling block for the 
uninitiated at times, overall it is an academic yet readable text. 
This work is powerful, informative, God-honoring, and highly 
recommended for any pastor, scholar, or student of the word of 
God. 

Reviewed by Michael Dellaperute 

Senior Pastor 

Calvary Baptist Church, Little Egg Harbor, New Jersey 
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