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Gospel Centeredness, Jesus,  

and Social Ethics 
 

Dr. Mike Stallard 

Dean of Baptist Bible Seminary 

Clarks Summit, Pennsylvania 
 

 Environmental ethics, world hunger, human trafficking and 

slavery, political oppression, proper economic systems, 

advancing the status of women in the world, racism, anti-

Semitism, genocide, abortion, and molestation of children--

issues of social justice are ever before us.1 Reading such a list 

reminds one that sin is alive and well on planet earth. All 

thoughtful Christians I know care about these things. Beyond 

this, few fundamental Christians would object to the notion that 

the church’s mission is to deal with sin. But how are Christians 

to do this? Most of us would say that the primary mission of the 

church, a mission that deals with sin, is the preaching of the 

gospel of eternal life. Jesus died on the cross for our sins, was 

buried, and rose from the dead (1 Cor 15:1-4). That is the 

biblical gospel of eternal life by which we are saved. It is applied 

to individuals through faith in that gospel, that is, faith alone in 

what Christ alone did to deal with sin. Most of us would say that 

the saving of souls is primary while the saving of society, if it is 

to be a goal at all, is secondary. 

This article is not about the debate over how much social 

action is justified for the individual Christian and the corporate 

church. The concern I am dealing with is how interests in social 

action are currently leading to or using a redefinition of the 

gospel that is not consistent with biblical use. To address this 

issue I want to pursue two case studies. First, I will analyze 

                                                 
1 This paper was originally written for and delivered at the Bible 

Summit held at Maranatha Baptist Seminary, Watertown, WI, July 28-

30, 2010.  
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Richard Stearns’s award-winning book The Hole in Our Gospel.2 I 

will argue that he has proper goals in mind but at certain points 

expands the concept of gospel to accommodate those goals. In 

doing so, theological precision is lost. Second, I want to review 

the language of the gospel to justify social engagement I have 

found in the writings of N. T. Wright, the famous New 

Perspective adherent. My goal is not to denigrate social ethics 

within biblical Christianity. My desire is simply to reaffirm a 

proper focus on the true gospel in distinction from the 

implications of that gospel for a life lived fully for God. 

Confusion of these two areas can easily lead to a lack of clarity in 

the giving of gospel invitations and to a lack of evangelism in the 

work of Christians. 

 

RICHARD STEARNS’S THE HOLE IN OUR GOSPEL 

 
  Richard Stearns, the head of World Vision, has indeed given 

us an interesting and, at some points, compelling book. The Hole 

in Our Gospel has received the 2010 Christian Book of the Year 

award granted by the Evangelical Christian Publishers 

Association. Stearns gives a call to action that is for all Christian 

believers to live obedient lives that love others by showing 

genuine social concern, especially to the poor and needy and 

Third World countries. Taken by itself, this appears to be a 

noble cause. The book, however, calls for a redefinition of the 

gospel itself that accommodates and supports such social action.  
 

What is Right about the Book 

 
 Before outlining some details of the difficulties in the book, 

it is appropriate to highlight what we can applaud in Stearns’s 

vision. There are many things about Stearns’s work that go 

beyond the good to the excellent. I begin with the simple call to 

help the poor and needy. The Bible through and through treats 

this issue significantly even when it is not the primary message. 

                                                 
2 Richard Stearns, The Hole in Our Gospel (Nashville: Thomas 

Nelson, 2009). 
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The essence of World Vision and of Stearns’s calling as the 

leader of the ministry is to highlight this need. If anyone on the 

planet could express this need clearly to the Christian public, it 

would be Stearns. While the whole book points in this direction, 

his chapter four on “The Towering Pillars of Compassion and 

Justice” leads the way with a focus on Isaiah 58 and Matthew 

25.3 What drives the fulfillment of the need is the love ethic that 

fills or should fill the Christian heart (Stearns’s chapter 5).4 

Much of the book shows how the need is expansive, even 

epidemic, as a worldwide dilemma of great proportions. 

 Perhaps the greatest contribution of the book, however, is 

the courage on the part of Stearns to identify some problems 

inherent in the American Dream. He does not do this caustically. 

He classifies himself as one of the culprits, a former CEO in 

corporate America, who had put his own material advancement 

ahead of helping others.5 Without attacking the economic 

system of capitalism, he reminds the reader that moving the 

American Dream to the center of life robs God of his glory as the 

Provider. He announces in the end, “If we’re in God’s game, we 

need to put the American Dream to death, because God’s game 

is a different game altogether.”6 

 A final positive from The Hole in Our Gospel is found in the 

statistics that Stearns cites about the woeful giving habits of 

American Christians (chapter entitled “Two Percent of Two 

Percent”).7 This is in one way the flip side of the cautions he 

                                                 
3 Ibid., 53-63. 

 
4 Ibid., 64-72. 
 
5 Ibid., 73-87. This chapter is poignantly entitled “A Hole in Me.” It 

is the personal nature of the book that endears people to what Stearns 

is saying. See also his later chapter labeled “Putting the American 

Dream to Death” (203-09). 

 
6 Ibid., 209. 

 
7 Ibid., 210-20. In this chapter, Stearns often discusses the giving 

of Christians in terms of tithing. I am not necessarily presenting the 

call to tithe as the best way to suggest my support of Stearns on this 
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gives concerning the American Dream. Christians are too busy 

putting their resources into their own personal agendas rather 

than considering the worldwide needs of ministry. 

 
Problems with the Book’s Use of the Word Gospel 

 
 My criticism of Stearns is not about his basic premise that 

Christians should do more than they are doing to help the poor 

and invade the social darkness with actions of love in addition 

to their proclamations of the gospel of eternal life. I am totally 

with him on that. However, my main concern is his use of the 

word gospel in ways that are inaccurate and imprecise. In 

criticizing him, I am not demanding that his work be turned into 

a treatise on the academic disciplines of biblical and systematic 

theology. His book is a pragmatic one, meant to influence the 

lives of Christians to do more in a specific area of life. However, 

in presenting his case, it is necessary for him to invoke the 

teachings of the Bible. While doing so, he has added some 

distortion to one of the most important words in theology. 

 
A Cloudy Definition of the Word Gospel 

 
 Early on in his book, Stearns shows the imprecise use of the 

term gospel which will characterize his work: 

 
The idea behind The Hole in Our Gospel is quite simple. It’s 

basically the belief that being a Christian, or follower of Jesus 

Christ, requires much more than just having a personal and 

transforming relationship with God. It also entails a public and 

transforming relationship with the world. … Embracing the gospel, 

or good news, proclaimed by Jesus is so much more than a private 

transaction between God and us. The gospel itself was born of 

God’s vision of changed people, challenging and transforming the 

prevailing values and practices of our world. Jesus called the 

resulting new world order “the kingdom of God” and said that it 

                                                                                                      
point. I am merely noting what all pastors struggle with and that is the 

lack of financial support on the part of professing Christians. 
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would become a reality through the lives and deeds of His 

followers.8  

 
The simple idea of the book is appropriate in my judgment. One 

of the implications of following Christ is that it involves my 

relationship with God at a personal level and with others in the 

world at a horizontal level. We could perhaps discuss in more 

detail what the content of “transforming” is for both the 

personal and public relationships. However, following Christ 

does indeed involve a full-orbed Christian worldview lived fully 

in loving God and others. This much is not problematic. 

 However, notice that an embrace of the gospel is more than 

a private transaction between God and us. At this point I get 

concerned. Does this mean that what Jesus accomplished on the 

cross is the basis for the redemption of all things, including 

creation and social structures? There may be room for a positive 

discussion if that is the point. However, there is the indication 

that Stearns is using the word gospel to encompass the social 

action that is one of the implications of a life lived following 

Christ. There is no hint that the gospel is the death, burial, and 

resurrection of Christ, the good news that when embraced leads 

to the justification of the sinner (the Pauline definition of the 

gospel). Then the sinner from the vantage point of a right 

relationship with God can live in the world and love the world as 

he should including the proclamation of the gospel of eternal life 

and social engagement as appropriate. Instead of this summary, 

Stearns’s words come across as the following message to 

Christians: “you need to do social action because that is part of 

what the gospel means.”9 That such a reading of Stearns is what 

is meant can be discerned by his association of the gospel with 

the doctrine of the kingdom, a topic to be discussed later. 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 2-3. 

 
9 Elsewhere Stearns says that “this gospel—the whole gospel—

means much more than the personal salvation of individuals. It means 

a social revolution” (20; emphasis original). 
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 I find it quite interesting that many chapters of the book 

never mention the gospel. Beyond that, others simply attach the 

word gospel to a discussion where it is not really needed. For 

example, in a chapter titled “The Great Omission,” Stearns 

appropriately challenges believers to give their lives for others 

in terms of justice and eliminating hunger.10 Then out of the 

blue, he brings in the word gospel when the word does not occur 

in any of the passages which he surfaces: “When we do the 

gospel—the whole gospel—the world takes notice and likes 

what it sees.”11 It is clear that in Stearns’s mind the gospel is 

something more than the good news of the cross. It 

encompasses the obedience of the believer in carrying out the 

love ethic taught in the Bible. While proclamation of the 

obedience is good, the labeling of the obedience as part of the 

gospel is not.12 The gospel is not something that involves us 

doing something. It is something that God has done in space and 

time on our behalf. Our embrace of it by faith drastically 

changes who we are and what we can do in the world. We must 

say these things carefully. 

 Again, Stearns notes the expansive nature of the gospel 

when he says, “Jesus seeks a new world order in which this 

whole gospel, hallmarked by compassion, justice, and 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 186. 

 
11 Ibid; emphasis is original. 
 
12 Ibid., 124. In this later chapter, Stearns cites Paul’s words in 2 

Corinthians 9:6-15. Verse 13 is the crucial verse: “men will praise God 

for the obedience that accompanies your confession of the gospel of 

Christ.” It is quite easy to see that Paul is praising the Corinthians 

because their care and love for the poor helps to demonstrate to the 

world their attachment to a Christ who loves that world. Stearns 

would agree with this. But he goes further: “There’s that ‘whole gospel’ 

again that is so attractive to people, giving evidence of the coming 

kingdom of God.” The word gospel is stretched to include not only 

what God has done through the death, burial, and resurrection of 

Christ, but also to include the positive behavior of Christians who 

prove their attachment to Christ by social action. 
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proclamation of the good news, becomes a reality, first in our 

hearts and minds, and then in the wider world through our 

influence.”13 While he accurately shows here that the vertical 

leads to the horizontal in our relationships, the gospel (more 

properly the whole gospel) is something that becomes a reality 

in Stearns’s way of thinking. It is not something that God has 

done in space and time (although it no doubt includes that in 

Stearns’s theology). The implication is that the gospel here is 

something that is done in the area of compassion and justice 

along with the proclamation of the good news (gospel?). The 

mention of the latter in this way makes one wonder if there is 

more than one gospel that is being discussed: the gospel of 

eternal life and a wider gospel that includes the narrow gospel 

plus the life lived out in social action. Such presentations lack 

clarity and, in my opinion, do not help to generate social action 

on the part of genuine believers. On the other side, they may 

lead to a lack of clarity in evangelistic appeals. 

 
Misuse of the Word Gospel Relative  

to the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy 

 
 Another area of concern with the book is the author’s 

misuse of the word gospel concerning the historical debate 

between fundamental Bible-believing Christians and the liberal 

modernists in the early twentieth century. We all know the 

great controversy that caused the divide. The liberals, with their 

less than biblical views of Jesus, God, man, and Bible, kept the 

ethical and social action passages. They concentrated on the so-

called social gospel. Fundamental Christians kept the miracles, 

creation, Trinity, and personal redemption. They focused on the 

saving of souls, not society. While this outline is somewhat 

simplistic, it is true that both sides lost something. However, 

most of us would be comfortable understanding that the real 

losers were the liberals. At this juncture, notice how Stearns 

looks at this historical controversy: 
 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 243. 
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It’s easy to see how this dividing of the gospel left both sides with 

only half a gospel, that is, a gospel with a hole in it, as each became 

satisfied with their particular piece. But this diminution of the 

whole gospel left both camps with just a shadow of the 

tremendous power of the good news proclaimed by Jesus. His 

gospel encompassed not only the forgiveness of sins and the 

saving of our souls but also the fullness of the coming kingdom of 

God through a society transformed by His followers.14 

 
Stearns accepts the term gospel as used on the liberal side of the 

divide as a valid way of describing our Christian responsibility 

to redeem society. On what basis does he do this? He actually 

gives no Scripture to validate this use when he uses the term. At 

other places within the chapter he cites Luke 6:43-44 about 

fruit-bearing and Matthew 5:13 about the salt of the earth. But 

neither of those passages invokes gospel language to describe 

these areas of Christian pursuit. The word gospel just seems to 

be assumed as a valid way of talking about these things. 

 Also problematic in this section of Stearns’s book is the use 

of the term kingdom as a synonym at least for the social 

implementation side of the word gospel. I do not know Stearns’s 

millennial position, but in the context he seems somewhat 

antagonistic to premillennialism. He views those who hold that 

position (which dominated during the rise of the fundamentalist 

movement) as often so pessimistic that they say “why bother 

trying to fix the world now?”15 This may be true for some, but I 

think on the whole that the fundamentalist movement, including 

its premillennial brothers, has done better than its public 

reputation when it comes to loving people in social action. 

 

Social Pre-evangelism as the Gospel 

 
 In one section entitled “The Whole Gospel in Action,” 

Stearns tells the wonderful story of Cambodians coming to 

Christ after some World Vision workers set up a TB clinic, 

                                                 
14 Ibid., 201. 

 
15 Ibid. 
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improved schools, and taught about better agricultural methods. 

In assessing this situation, Stearns comments, “I knew I had just 

witnessed the whole gospel—in action.” Now, once again, on the 

face of it, there is much to commend in this situation. Christians 

demonstrated that they loved people. As a result those people 

were more open to the truth about Jesus and embraced him as 

their Savior, resulting in the birth of a congregation. The need 

for Christians to do such social activities of love is not being 

questioned. It is the theological description of these pre-

evangelism social actions that brings the concern. The term 

whole gospel is used to describe them. If Stearns means that 

Christians, because of their great love for Christ, have come to 

love people to the point of outward manifestation in social ways, 

which then in turn leads people to Christ, the use of the term 

could be justified. However, in keeping with what Stearns has 

said elsewhere, he most likely means that the social action that 

can be used in pre-evangelism is in fact part of the gospel itself. 

This is not in harmony with the Pauline definition of the gospel. 

 
The Gospel and the Kingdom 

 
 Throughout the book, the idea of inaugurated eschatology 

seems to be assumed as it is in much of evangelical thought 

these days. Such overdose on breathing dominion air, as I have 

called it elsewhere, is common and expected in the current 

climate.16 However, in Stearns one finds a strong linking of the 

term gospel to the idea of kingdom.17 This appears several times 

within the book, but perhaps the clearest is in his chapter 

entitled “A Mountain of Mustard Seeds” which highlights the 

kingdom parables of Matthew 13 and constitutes the last 

                                                 
16 Mike Stallard, “The Future of Dispensationalism” (paper 

presented at the National Evangelical Theological Society, Toronto, 

Canada, November 2002). 

 
17 In doing this, Stearns really does not address the particular 

exegetical issues involved in passages where it is said that Jesus was 

preaching the gospel of the kingdom (e.g., see Matt 4:23).  
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chapter of the book.18 After describing the content of the parable 

of the mustard seed, Stearns notes, “If a single mustard seed can 

multiply so dramatically, try to imagine the power of a mountain 

of mustard seeds—the impact of God’s people, called by God and 

working collectively through faith to spread the gospel.”19 Then 

Stearns cites Luke 17:21 – “The kingdom of God is within you” – 

without any detailed comment. Thus, the gospel in his previous 

statement is associated with the idea of kingdom. The force of 

Stearns’s section appears to take this verse as referring to a 

kingdom or ruling of Christ inside the heart or inner person of 

the Christian believer—a common view among evangelicals to 

be sure. 

However, two exegetical factors go another direction. First, 

the alternative translation of “in your midst” or “among you” is 

exegetically viable. Here the thought would be that the kingdom 

is among you in the person of the King, Jesus Christ, rather than 

being a simple statement of an internal kingdom or rule that is 

true of the present time. A second problem with taking the 

translation to mean “within you” is the following context. In 

verses 22-37, the discussion is about the second coming of 

Christ. The question which initiates the entire sequence is the 

timing of the kingdom (v. 20). If one holds to the passage as 

teaching an inaugurated kingdom within the believer, one must 

answer why then the focus on the second coming (cp. Matt 24) 

instead of the first advent in the passage as a whole. 

Stearns goes on to say, “This gospel that we have been 

given—the whole gospel—is God’s vision for a new way of 

living. It inaugurates the reality of God dwelling within us, His 

followers, no longer in a temple in Jerusalem.”20 While it is true 

that the gospel of eternal life leads to a new way of life for the 

believer and that God’s Spirit dwells within that believer, the 

idea of attaching this to the kingdom is problematic. Stearns 

                                                 
18 Stearns, A Hole in Our Gospel, 274-79. 

 
19 Ibid., 276. 
 
20 Ibid. 
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goes on to invoke the use of Isaiah 61:1 in Luke 4:17-21 to 

support the idea he is stating: 

 
The power of this gospel was announced by Jesus in a synagogue 

in Nazareth, when He made an audacious claim—and an 

outrageous promise that the good news would be preached to the 

poor and that justice would be restored. The poor would be helped 

by the rich; the powerful would protect the powerless; the hated 

would be loved; the brokenhearted would be comforted; the 

oppressed would be liberated; the downtrodden would be lifted 

up. God’s kingdom was going to begin on earth through the 

changed lives of His followers, and its hallmarks would be 

forgiveness, love, compassion, justice, and mercy. There would be 

no Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female—all would be equal 

in God’s eyes. This was the essence of the good news of the gospel, 

the whole gospel. Jesus was to be the firstborn of this new 

kingdom. He would teach His first followers new kingdom values 

and give them a vision of a different kind of world.21 

 
Again, one sees the combination of kingdom and gospel as the 

terms help to define each other in Stearns’s approach. 

 There are a few cautions that need to be mentioned here. 

First, Stearns’s rendition of Isaiah 61:1 in Luke 4 is a bit of a 

targum or expanded translation. The actual passage says 

nothing about the poor being helped by the rich or that the 

changed lives of believers are the way by which these good 

things come to pass. I do not deny that Christians should help 

the downtrodden. There are plenty of passages for that. 

However, what I deny is that this passage which Stearns uses 

actually teaches that responsibility. The passage is about the 

Spirit of the Lord coming upon the Messiah and it is his work, 

Christ’s work, which does the liberating and releasing according 

to the passage. Neither Isaiah nor Luke focuses on the believer’s 

responsibility. This means that Stearns may be reading his 

theology into this text to bring about a prior conclusion. 

 Second, there appears to be in Stearns’s thinking a 

technicality to the term gospel. While its definition is good news, 

                                                 
21 Ibid. 
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it cannot be said that in every case the word is used in the Bible, 

it has the same good news in mind. But from Stearns’s point of 

view, it always seems to mean the whole gospel which includes 

social action. From my side, I cannot say that the word refers to 

the good news of the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus in 

every passage. However, just because the word might entail 

more than what I have called the Pauline definition (1 Cor 15) in 

one particular passage, does not mean that theologically the 

term gospel everywhere it occurs should be freighted with the 

larger scope in my theological outline. In short, I should not 

pour the expanded meaning into every occurrence in the Bible.22 

 Another area of concern here is how Stearns conflates the 

Isaiah 61/Luke 4 passage with the well-known passage in 

Galatians 3:28. I am not sure what Stearns means by “all would 

be equal in God’s eyes.” Certainly, the context of the passage is 

soteriological. The idea is that all believers are equal in terms of 

their position in Christ. It is not at all apparent that social 

implications are meant by Paul, although that is the direction 

that Stearns seems to take with his new kingdom language.23 

Stearns brings the passage into the debate assuming quite a lot. 

Again, while I do not demand that such a work demonstrate a 

full-blown biblical theology, it must certainly be grounded in 

biblical theology. On this score, I find Stearns’s presentation 

unappealing. 

 

Conclusion on The Hole in Our Gospel 

 
 While more negative analysis could be given, it is important 

to restate the highly significant point that Stearns makes: 

Christians should be more involved in social action as a 

demonstration of their love for a lost world. In my view, there is 

nothing wrong with his ultimate agenda. However, the means by 

which he justifies this need is fraught with a cloudy definition of 

                                                 
22 I am referring here to the problem of illegitimate totality 

transfer. 

 
23 This discussion about social implications of Galatians 3:28 is 

part of the debate over so-called evangelical feminism.  
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the gospel, linking of themes such as kingdom to the gospel in 

tenuous ways, and inexact use of biblical passages. The focus on 

the “whole gospel” is problematic. It seems to take away from 

what Christ has accomplished and probably emphasizes too 

much what Christian believers should do today. No doubt some 

will assume that such an analysis is justification for a lack of 

social action on my part. I hope that no one will read me this 

way. I simply want to be clear and precise in my declaration of 

the truth. 

 
N. T. WRIGHT AND THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE GOSPEL 

 
 While Stearns is not writing from the perspective of a 

theologian, N. T. Wright serves as a pastor who is a trained 

theologian. Consequently, one should not be surprised to find 

more attempts at precision when it comes to definitions. 

Nonetheless, there still exist a few examples of a lack of clarity. 

However, more troublesome may be the times when clarity is 

not the problem. 

 
Wright and the Pauline Gospel 

 
 Wright is well known for his New Perspective views on Paul 

and justification. His belief in a future justification as well as a 

past/present aspect of justification has caused quite a stir by 

those committed to a once-for-all justification by grace through 

faith in Christ. Some writers have claimed to convert to Roman 

Catholicism because of his writings and the perceived affinity 

for the ongoing need for justification.24 

 In light of the controversy about justification, a key Pauline 

(and Reformation) emphasis, it is not unexpected to see some 

detailed statements on the definition of the gospel in Wright’s 

book on justification in response to John Piper: 

 

                                                 
24 See Mike Stallard, “Roman Catholicism and the New Perspective 

on Paul Part 4.” JMAT 14, no. 2 (Fall 2010): 5-24. 
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First, we note once more that Romans 1:16 and 17 are not a 

statement of “the gospel.” I am aware that some of the things I 

have sometimes said on this point have been too truncated, and I 

am sorry for giving wrong impressions. Paul has various ways of 

summarizing his “gospel.” In Romans itself, he does it in 1:3-5, 

where it is the proclamation that Jesus, the Messiah, is the risen 

Lord of the world, summoning the whole world to believing 

allegiance. In 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 he does it in terms of the 

Messiah dying for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, and 

being raised again also in accordance with the Scriptures. But the 

important point to note is that “the gospel” is a message primarily 

about Jesus, and about what the one true God has done and is 

doing though him. By contrast, Romans 1:16-17 is a claim about 

the effect of the gospel: when it is preached, God’s power goes to 

work and people are saved. “I am not ashamed of the gospel,” 

followed by an explanation of what the gospel does, is not the 

same thing as “here is the gospel itself.”25 

 
Here Wright correctly attempts to separate the actual gospel 

from its implications. This is unlike Stearns’s use of the term 

“whole gospel” to include virtually all obedience of believers 

(especially in social action) under the rubric of “gospel.” In 

addition, Wright demonstrates honesty and humility when he 

mentions his past writings and statements not being fully clear 

on the definition of the gospel. Also, his allusion to Romans 1:3-

5 with its mention of resurrection is appropriate as is the appeal 

to 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 where the Pauline gospel is clearly 

spelled out.  

 In the section, however, there are a couple of potential 

problems. First, Wright refers to the gospel as the proclamation 

that Jesus is the risen Lord of the world, “summoning the whole 

world to believing allegiance.” I am not sure what “believing 

allegiance” means. Wright may be thinking of the term 

obedience of faith in Romans 1:5. The word obedience here could 

                                                 
25 N. T. Wright, Justification: God’s Plan & Paul’s Vision (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP, 2009), 180-81. Wright’s book is a response to John 
Piper, The Future of Justification: A Response to N. T. Wright (Wheaton: 

Crossway Books, 2007). 
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be interpreted as a call to follow Christ in obedience as part of 

the gospel invitation or part of the gospel itself. Some 

evangelicals see the obedience of faith here as simply the 

acceptance of the gospel alluded to in the earlier statement 

about resurrection in the previous verse. Others see it as the life 

of obedience that comes from faith in the gospel.26 My concern 

here is that the focus might be on what we do instead of on what 

God has done in history.  

 Wright also enigmatically speaks of the gospel in this 

context as something God has both done and is doing through 

Jesus. To what does the statement about the ongoing work of 

Christ refer? Wright could be taken as if he is highlighting the 

ramifications of the gospel in God’s ongoing work as part of the 

gospel since he sets this up in a definitional way. This approach 

to definition seems at odds with Wright’s earlier intention to 

avoid this very mistake. So, even in a section where Wright 

seeks to bring balance, there remain a few questions about what 

he means by the word gospel. 

 
The Gospel as Political and Social Mandate 

 
 Wright shows that he can move from statements implying 

the gospel contains within it something that Christians do or 

should do (see the concern above) to assertions that the gospel 

is an accomplished fact in history without anything added by 

Christians: “This announcement [of the gospel], stated as a fact 

about the way the world is [God has stepped into history and 

done something] rather than as an appeal about the way that 

you might like your life, your emotions, or you bank balance to 

be, is the foundation of everything else.”27 This quotation has 

                                                 
26 For some of the exegetical options in this verse, see Robert 

Mounce, New American Commentary: Romans (Nashville: Broadman & 

Holman, 1995), 62. 
 
27 N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the 

Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (New York: HarperOne, 

2008), 227. 
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been taken from Wright’s book that was excerpted in an article 

in Christianity Today titled “Heaven is Not Our Home.”28 What is 

interesting is that the subtitle given to the article is “The bodily 

resurrection is the good news of the gospel—and thus our social 

and political mandate.” 

 What are we to make of such wording? First, I do not fault 

Wright for mentioning the resurrection without any word about 

the cross. I think it is assumed as he writes. His strong and 

appreciated focus on the resurrection in his writings does make 

one wonder if he overpowers the death of Christ (theologically) 

with the raising of Jesus from the dead. However, I do not attach 

that overall concern in his writings as a whole to this particular 

point. 

 To say that the gospel is our social and political mandate is 

not the same thing as saying that social action is part of the 

gospel as Stearns had characterized. The wording allows that 

there are implications of the gospel that issue forth in social and 

political ways. Hence, the concern here becomes not the 

inclusion of social action under the umbrella of gospel language, 

but the question of whether too close a tie has been made 

between the gospel and its implications that might lead to 

confusion. 

 As one might expect, the place in Wright’s article, where 

these questions surface, is the mission of the church: 

 
The mission of the church is nothing more or less than the 

outworking, in the power of the Spirit, of Jesus’ bodily 

resurrection. It is the anticipation of the time when God will fill the 

earth with his glory, transform the old heavens and earth into the 

new, and raise his children from the dead to populate and rule 

over the redeemed world he has made.29 

 
I find nothing particularly disturbing about these two sentences 

although I might prefer a stronger statement about the task of 

                                                 
28 N. T. Wright, “Heaven is Not Our Home,” Christianity Today, April 

2008, 36-39. 
 
29 Ibid., 38-39. 
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evangelism with respect to the gospel of eternal life. However, 

notice how quickly Wright moves to the social implications of 

the mission based upon Jesus’ resurrection: 

 
If that is so, mission must urgently recover from its long-term 

schizophrenia. The split between saving souls and doing good in 

the world is not a product of the Bible or the gospel, but of the 

cultural captivity of both. The world of space, time, and matter is 

where real people live, where real communities happen, where 

difficult decisions are made, where schools and hospitals bear 

witness to the “now, already” of the gospel while police and 

prisons bear witness to the “not yet.” The world of space, time, and 

matter is where parliaments, city councils, neighborhood watch 

groups, and everything in between are set up and run for the 

benefit of the wider community, the community where anarchy 

means that bullies (economic and social as well as physical) will 

always win, where the weak and vulnerable will always need 

protecting, and where the social and political structures of society 

are part of the Creator’s design. And the church that is renewed by 

the message of Jesus’ resurrection must be the church that goes to 

work precisely in that space, time, and matter. The church claims 

this world in advance as the place of God’s kingdom, of Jesus’ 

lordship, and of the Spirit’s power.30 

 
Much of the wording of Wright here needs to be examined. First, 

he refers implicitly to the divide between the social gospel and 

the saving of souls that had earlier been mentioned in much the 

same way in Stearns. However, he notes that the split between 

the gospel of eternal life and the doing of good (social gospel) 

did not come from something inherent to the gospel itself but 

was because of the gospel’s “cultural captivity.” In other words, 

the cultural times of the early twentieth century forced this 

conclusion. The implication is that the divide should never have 

happened. While I agreed earlier that both sides in this debate 

lost something, it is important that this is said clearly. If the 

gospel includes its social implications, the problem is the same 

                                                 
30 Ibid., 39. For a similar sentiment, see N. T. Wright, “Mere 

Mission: Interview with Tim Stafford,” Christianity Today, January 

2007, 41. 
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as Stearns problem. If the intention is to say that the social 

implications of Christian living (for people truly redeemed) 

should never have been removed from Christian responsibility, 

then the statement is more palatable. Still, a stronger statement 

about the gospel of eternal life needs to be made (I will discuss 

this more below). 

 Second, Wright speaks of social institutions and their work 

(schools and hospitals) as an indication of the “now, already” of 

the gospel. A couple of concerns can be voiced, however. Wright 

does not specify the schools or hospitals as distinctly Christian 

in their work. Perhaps that is assumed. The fact that some good, 

as measured by the world, is being done does not make 

something automatically an implication of the gospel of Christ. I 

am sure that the administrators of Jewish hospitals might be 

offended by such a claim if that is being said. They would see 

their own love or service ethic worked out from within their 

own worldview. If the work of Christian schools and hospitals is 

meant, then the significance of the gospel can be discussed. 

Another concern here is that the social work (the now of the 

gospel) envisioned by Wright is crafted as inaugurated 

eschatology—kingdom language for today—just like Stearns 

and most evangelicals have stated. If this is related to the 

fulfillment of the Davidic covenant, I see no biblical warrant for 

such a stance.31 

 Third, as I have read much of Wright’s writings in addition 

to the one cited here, I have come to the conclusion that the 

insistence of undoing the divide between the gospel and social 

action is overwhelmingly one-sided. From Stearns’s point of 

view I can understand it since he has an agenda based upon a 

ministry of social action. However, somehow I expect more from 

Wright. He is lauded as a conservative by many. This is true to a 

point. He has debated many scholars and churchmen who are 

far left of him. His stand against classical liberalism appears to 

                                                 
31 It is beyond the scope of this paper to address inaugurated 

eschatology. I must simply state at this point that I do not see the 

exegetical support for the claim as we go through the debated 

passages such as Acts 2, Hebrews 1-2, Daniel 7, etc. 

 



  Gospel Centeredness, Jesus, and Social Ethics  23 

be quite strong and his insistence that Jesus is physically alive is 

refreshing. However, Wright consistently makes the correction 

on the conservative side. It is the conservatives who must 

change and embrace the social action implied by the gospel. I 

never see him hammer in quite the same way the need for 

liberals to give up their anti-supernatural bias and embrace the 

gospel of eternal life. In one erudite, scholarly tome where he 

reacts to many viewpoints, I found that he mentioned the death 

and resurrection of Christ but never used the word gospel.32 In 

another debate book with a liberal, Wright strongly defends the 

death and resurrection of Christ.33 For this he is to be greatly 

applauded. However, I have never seen a statement 

emphasizing the need for the liberal church to give up its 

rejection of the supernatural and its mere clinging to the social 

gospel and include the gospel of eternal life so that individual 

souls can be saved. I have not read all of Wright’s works, but I 

have read enough to see that there is much more emphasis on 

the need for conservatives to heed the social implications of the 

gospel than there is for the liberals to heed the spiritual 

implications of that same gospel. I find this one-sided in the 

presentation. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 I have given initial critiques of Richard Stearns and N. T. 

Wright, finding fault in their handling of the relationship of 

social action to the gospel of Christ. There is much to commend 

in both authors. However, in the end there is the potential for 

much confusion that could hinder the clarity of gospel 

invitations. I was challenged to see how anyone reading their 

writings could come to faith in Christ (although reading Stearns 

on this point is a greater advantage). Other authors and 

statements could be chosen for evaluation as well. My choice of 

                                                 
32 N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God 

(Minneapolis: Fortress P, 1992). 

 
33 Marcus J. Borg and N. T. Wright, The Meaning of Jesus: Two 

Visions (New York: HarperOne, 2007). 
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these two case studies should not be seen as identifying two 

really bad men to avoid. I think the problem is pervasive in the 

Christian world. The Lausanne Covenant established by the 

Lausanne Movement in 1974 stated, “Evangelization requires 

the whole church to take the whole gospel to the whole 

world.”34 The “whole gospel” apparently includes social 

implications of what Jesus did for us: “As gospel people we must 

believe, live, and communicate all that makes the gospel 

staggeringly comprehensive good news.”35 However, as I look at 

things, as a Christian I can only participate in the 

communication of the gospel by word and deed. This is truly a 

great thing. But the gospel itself, the “staggeringly 

comprehensive good news” is something that God has done in 

space and time–on a hill outside of Jerusalem two thousand 

years ago and at a tomb not far away. The historical fact of those 

events and how God viewed them constitutes the gospel. We 

must guard with precision this historicity. Everything depends 

upon it. We must insist upon it even when we are accused of not 

loving people enough by taking such a stance. 

 

                                                 
34 See Christopher J. H. Wright, “Whole Gospel, Whole Church, 

Whole World,” Christianity Today, October 2009, 30. 

 
35 Ibid., 32. 
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INTRODUCTION
1 

 
By training, trade, and temperament I am a practical 

theologian. In a lighter moment I will explain that means that I 
am a “jack-of-all trades and king of none” in a department 
devoted to the study of the Bible and theology. In a more serious 
vein I will suggest that my discipline concerns itself with the 
practical application of Scripture and theology in the local 
church. Put another way, we practical theologians are 
constantly analyzing the practices of the church, questioning 
whether they are biblically and theologically sound. 

To be more precise, I am a practical theologian whose 
terminal degree concentrated on the study of homiletics. 
Consequently, I am most concerned about the church’s 
preaching. Sound biblical preaching is a primary contributor to 
and indicator of any church’s health. 

Knowing my background explains why my attention was 
arrested by the September 18, 2006, edition of Time magazine 
with its provocative cover question “Does God Want You to be 
Rich?” The accompanying article reported:  

 
Of the four biggest megachurches in the country, three—[Joel] 
Osteen’s Lakewood Church in Houston; T. D. Jakes’ Potter’s House 

                                                 
1 The following essay was first delivered as an oral presentation at 

the 2007 Spring Ministry Forum: “Understanding and Engaging the 
Prosperity Gospel,” sponsored by the School of Bible and Theology at 
Crichton College, Memphis, TN. 
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in south Dallas; and Creflo Dollar’s World Changers near Atlanta—
are Prosperity or Prosperity Lite pulpits. … While they don’t 
exclusively teach that God’s riches want to be in believers’ wallets, 
it is a key part of their doctrine.2 

 
Here is a teaching that has presumably contributed to the 

growth of these congregations. A practical theologian such as I 
must ask, “Is this a good thing?” Is the Prosperity Gospel, a.k.a., 
Word of Faith Movement, Word-Faith Movement, Health and 
Wealth Gospel, and Positive Confession, a biblical message that 
God has blessed with significant church growth, or is it a 
modern-day fulfillment of Paul’s warning to Timothy—“The 
time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. 
Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them 
a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want 
to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn 
aside to myths” (2 Tim 4:3-4)?3  

 Is the Prosperity Gospel theologically sound and based 
upon good exegesis, or is it culturally-driven and “proved” by 
selective eisegesis? If the Prosperity Gospel is not entirely 
biblical, what, if anything, can be learned from it and those who 
proclaim it that will enable an evangelical preacher to speak 
more effectively to a modern audience’s interests and needs, 
albeit in an exegetically and theologically responsible manner?  

The following essay will subject the Prosperity Gospel to a 
three-part analysis. Part one analyzes the hermeneutics of the 
preachers of Prosperity. Part two analyzes the theological 
consequences of their gospel. Part three analyzes their 
homiletics. This examination will be based extensively, though 
not exclusively, upon Joel Osteen’s version of the Prosperity 
Gospel as presented in his book Your Best Life Now and in a 
handful of his broadcast sermons randomly audited by this 
essay’s author.  

                                                 
2 David Van Biema and Jeff Chu, “Does God Want You to be Rich?” 

Time, 18 September 2006, 50. 
 
3 All Scripture quotations are taken from the New International 

Version unless otherwise indicated. 
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YOUR BEST LIFE NOW? 

The influence of Osteen and his book in the propagation of 
the Prosperity Gospel are evidenced by the weekly broadcasting 
of his sermons into over 200 million homes across the country 
and 100 nations around the world.4 His book rose to number 
one on the New York Times list of bestsellers in the fall of 2004.5 
This notoriety resulted in CBS’s The Early Morning Show 

representing Osteen as “America’s Pastor” during Hannah 
Storm’s interview with him in October 2007. 

In the words of the book’s subtitle, Your Best Life Now 
presents “7 Steps to Living at Your Full Potential.” The following 
is a summary of those steps presented in the same gentle 
hortatory style as found in the book. 

 
Step 1: Enlarge Your Vision 

Enlarge your vision for life by raising your expectations. 
Expect more out of life from God, and expect favorable 
treatment from others because you already possess God’s favor. 

 
Step 2: Develop a Healthy Self-Image 

How you see yourself determines where you will go and 
what you will get out of life. You will become what you believe. 
Believe yourself to be created in God’s image and favored of 
God; develop a prosperous mindset; and be happy with your 
uniqueness.  

 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 Joel Osteen Ministries, <http://www.joelosteen.com> (accessed 

8 September 2010). 
 
5 The New York Times, <http://www.query.nytimes.com> 

(accessed 8 September 2010). 
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Step 3: Discover the Power of Your Thoughts and Words 

Believe that your situation will improve. Say so. “There is a 
miracle in your mouth. If you want to change your world, start 
by changing your words.”6 “The moment you speak something 
out, you give birth to it. This is a spiritual principle …” (129). 
Speak blessing over your life and the lives of all around you.7  

 
Step 4: Let Go of the Past 

Stop dwelling on past hurts and problems. Forgive those 
who have wronged you. Trust God to exact revenge and pay you 
back for your troubles.8 

 

Step 5: Find Strength through Adversity 

Determine to get back up after you have been knocked 
down. Trust God’s timing to make things right and fulfill your 
dreams. Accept adversity as God’s way of teaching and 

                                                 
6 Joel Osteen, Your Best Life Now: 7 Steps to Living at Your Full 

Potential (New York: Warner Faith, 2004), 125. Osteen’s father John 
self-published a book entitled There Is a Miracle in Your Mouth in 1972. 

 
7 The underlying belief is that faith is a force that is unleashed by 

the spoken word. This third step of Osteen’s seven expresses 
quintessential Prosperity, or Word of Faith, thinking. 

 
8 This is one of the most beneficial sections in the book. Many 

Christians are held back by bitterness. Sadly, Osteen does not explain 
that forgiveness is possible because the offended has already 
experienced Christ’s forgiveness for him or herself. His call for 
forgiveness lacks grace-enablement and a Christ-centered impetus. 
Contrast Paul’s admonition to forgive “one another, even as God for 
Christ’s sake hath forgiven you” to Osteen’s earlier explanation, “You 
are not forgiving for their sake, you are forgiving for your sake” (15). 
One wants to ask, “What about forgiving for Christ’s sake?” 
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perfecting you. Continue to trust him even when things do not 
make sense.9 

Step 6: Live to Give! 

The “principles of giving are spiritual principles” (229) that 
apply to believers and unbelievers alike. Give now and watch 
God give to you in return. When you feel compassion toward 
another person, act upon it. “You sow some seed, and then God 
will bless you with more” (257).10  

 
Step 7: Choose to be Happy 

Do not wait for your circumstances to change in order to be 
happy. Be a person of excellence and integrity now, trusting God 
to reward you. Live life with enthusiasm.  

Unfortunately, Osteen throughout his book speaks of God’s 
rewards solely in terms of what one should expect to receive in 
this life. The book says nothing about heaven (where the 
believer’s best life will be truly lived) and holds back on any 
discussion of salvation through Christ until the last page, 
following the endnotes.  

 
HERMENEUTICAL ANALYSIS 

Rather than plunge into a verse-by-verse exegesis of 
Deuteronomy 28, Isaiah 61, John 10:10, isolated verses from 
Proverbs, and other passages favored by the Prosperity 
movement, it will be more beneficial for purposes of this 
evaluation to analyze the general hermeneutical practices and 
point out the problems of Osteen and those like him. If the 

                                                 
9 Despite his questionable exegesis of certain passages, Osteen 

offers sound, if unremarkable, advice in steps four and five. 
 
10 This “give in order to receive” philosophy is another form of the 

very selfishness that Osteen denounces on p. 221. Again, one wants to 
ask, “What about giving as an act of worship, as an expression of 
gratitude, or as a Christian duty? 
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movement’s biblical hermeneutics were corrected in general, its 
preachers’ exegesis of select passages would right themselves. 

A Mystical Treatment of Scripture 

E. W. Kenyon, of the late nineteenth century, and Kenneth 
Hagin, of the twentieth, are the recognized founders of the Word 
of Faith, or Prosperity, movement. Both men denounced the use 
of exegetical tools and concern for historical exegesis in favor of 
Spirit-given interpretations to Spirit-filled men such as 
themselves or to the individual reader.11 True to their legacy, 
today’s Prosperity preachers depend primarily upon “grand-
daddy Hagin,” the Rhema Bible Training Center that he founded, 
and their own understanding when interpreting the Bible. 
Theirs is a reader-response approach to Scripture depending 
primarily upon personal illumination by the Spirit. 

The movement’s mystical handling of the Bible goes beyond 
how it interprets the Bible to its performative, or declarative, 
use of Scripture. Writing about the influence of the prosperity 
gospel in Africa, Paul Gifford, author of African Christianity: Its 

Public Role and Ghana’s New Christianity: Pentecostalism in a 

Globalizing African Economy, observed that in certain African 
churches,  

 
The words of the Bible have a performative or declarative use: the 
prophet declares the promises given in the Bible to be fulfilled in 
your life—you have the blessings of Abraham, the power of 
Joseph, the authority of Moses, the sovereignty of David, the 

                                                 
11 The Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements, ed. 

Stanley M. Burgess (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), s.v. “Positive 
Confession Theology” points out that “the Rhema [Word-Faith] 
interpretation is their biased selection of biblical passages, often 
without due regard to their context. This approach not only does 
violence to the text but forces the New Testament linguistic data into 
artificial categories that the Bible authors themselves could not 
affirm.” Quoted by Craig Branch, Veritas: “Wolves Among the Sheep,” 
<http://www.arcapologetics.org> (accessed 9 September 2010). 
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exploits of Elijah, and increasingly the revival and restoration of 
Israel itself.12  

 
Logically, if one believes that spoken words are conveyors of 

faith’s reality-shaping power, then it follows that the most 
powerful words one can speak are those that have come directly 
from God. Just reciting from Scripture what God has done for 
others and claiming it for oneself, regardless of other 
considerations to be addressed below, is enough to activate 
God’s power and blessing—even more so when the one who 
recites is a “prophet” of God. 

Contextual Ignorance 

Contextual ignorance, i.e., failing to determine the author’s 
intended meaning by ignoring the surrounding verses, historical 
background, the book’s purposes and themes, coincides with the 
movement’s mystical handling of Scripture. When studied in 
context, many of the passages cited by Prosperity preachers 
actually say something other or contrary to what is alleged. 

For example, Osteen wrote, “It’s important that you program 
your mind for success. That won’t happen automatically. Each 
day, you must choose to live with an attitude that expects good 
things to happen to you” (13). To support his point he quoted 
from Colossians 3:2, “Set your minds on things above.” What he 
failed to realize or was unwilling to explain is that the entire 
verse actually reads, “Set your minds on things above, not on 
earthly things.” The preceding verse says, “Since, then, you have 
been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where 
Christ is seated at the right hand of God.” In context Paul directs 
believers to do the exact opposite of what Osteen claimed the 
verse to command. 

 

 

                                                 
12 Paul Gifford, “Expecting Miracles: The Prosperity Gospel in 

Africa,” ChrCent, 10 July 2007, 20.  
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Later Osteen wrote, 

The Bible clearly tells us to speak to our mountains. Maybe your 
mountain is a sickness; perhaps your mountain is a troubled 
relationship; maybe your mountain is a floundering business. 
Whatever your mountain is, you must do more than think about it, 
more than pray about it; you must speak to that obstacle. The 
Bible says, “Let the weak say I’m strong. Let the oppressed say I’m 
free. Let the sick say I’m healed. Let the poor say I’m well off” 
(124).  

He cited Joel 3:10 as the reference for his quotation. There are 
two problems here. First, only the words “let the weak say I’m 
strong” appear in the verse. The rest is loosely based on a 
contemporary Christian song. Second, in the context God is 
speaking to Israel’s enemies, threatening judgment. He is in 
effect saying, “Get ready and bring it on! Turn your plows into 
swords, and gardening tools into spears. Psych yourselves up. 
Tell yourselves that you’re strong and come on down!”  

Genre Insensitivity 

 The Bible’s contents were composed in a variety of literary 
genres—law, history, poetry, prophecy, proverbs, to name just a 
few. Just as one does not read a five-act play by Shakespeare and 
instructions for overhauling a six-cylinder engine in the exact 
same way, each genre of Scripture needs to be read differently if 
it is to be understood as the divinely-inspired author intended. 
The oversimplified hermeneutic of the Prosperity movement 
treats all genres the same.  

History is routinely read normatively, i.e., as a record of 
what God can be counted on to do normally for his believing 
children. Joseph lets his brothers “off the hook” for their ill 
treatment of him by acknowledging in Genesis 50:20 that he 
saw the hand of God in it all. Osteen extracted from this 
historical statement the following promise: “The Bible says that 
God will take the evil that the enemy brings into our lives, and if 
we’ll keep the right attitude, He’ll turn it around and use it for 
our good” (179). Similarly, the record of Abraham’s prosperity 
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obtained after leaving Ur is popularly held up as an example of 
what all believers can expect God to do for them in reward for 
their obedience. 

Proverbs are short, memorable statements that encapsulate 
an observable principle of life. They were never intended to be 
read as divinely guaranteed promises, but this is precisely how 
they are often treated. Any proverb that teaches a fool will not 
prosper may be generally true, but it is not true in every case. 
Many foolish folks today live in mansions from Washington, D. C. 
to Beverly Hills, California! To take such a proverb and teach 
that its complement, i.e., the wise will prosper, is equally and 
absolutely true is to evidence a misunderstanding of the genre 
itself. 

 

Overextended Applications 

Prosperity preachers tend to treat all biblical promises as 
personal. This practice accords with their declarative use of 
Scripture.  

The promises found in Deuteronomy 28 are routinely 
stretched by their hands to apply to the NT church and her 
individual members. Such an application overlooks, among 
other considerations, the differences in eastern and Western 
mindsets. The OT Jews, a people of the East, were far more 
community-conscious than North Americans are today in the 
individualistic West. They heard the promises and threats of the 
Mosaic covenant with community-conscious ears. “If we obey 
God, God will bless us. If we disobey God, God will curse us.”  

The NT likewise focuses more on the community, in this 
case the Christian community, than today’s Western believer 
might realize. The Christian faith is a personal faith that leads to 
community. Every believer is a part of Christ’s body. Prosperity 
preachers have not learned to guard against overextending 
God’s national and communal promises for personal application.  
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Unsubstantiated Claims 

“God wants to increase you financially by giving you 
promotions, fresh ideas, and creativity” (5). Temporal blessings 
such as these and good health, a better marriage, better 
relationships, good parking spaces, a college education for one’s 
children, and tables in crowded restaurants are the sorts of 
prosperity Osteen claimed God wants to give. These blessings 
are allegedly available because the Law’s “curse” of poverty has 
been lifted by Christ’s sacrifice (24). 

Did Paul have poverty in mind when he wrote in Galatians 
3:13 about “the curse of the Law” from which Christ came to 
redeem mankind? Osteen affirmed as much, as did Kenneth 
Hagin who exhorted readers of his Biblical Keys to Financial 

Prosperity, “Believe His Word that says we are redeemed from 
the curse of poverty.”13    

To claim that God promised to prosper in temporal ways 
every individual OT believer is suspect when one considers that 
he gave directions to Israel on how to treat the poor in her 
midst, e.g., Leviticus 19:9-10. To claim that God wishes to so 
prosper every believer on this side of Calvary is unsubstantiated 
in the NT. Gordon Fee was willing to grant in his booklet on The 

Disease of the Health and Wealth Gospels that possessions are 
often related to a life of obedience in the OT “but never in the 
New” (emphasis his).14 He proceeded to characterize the NT’s 
attitude toward wealth and possessions as “carefree,” held that 
this attitude “for which neither prosperity nor poverty is a value, 
is thoroughgoing in the New Testament” (emphasis his), and 
asserted, “[a]ccording to Jesus, the good news of the inbreaking 

                                                 
13 Kenneth E. Hagin, Biblical Keys to Financial Prosperity (Tulsa: 

Kenneth Hagin Ministries, 1995), 30, qtd. in Gary Evans, “Spiritual 
Deviations: The ‘Gospel’ of Prosperity,” Affirmation & Critique, January 
2000, 55. In his critique of the Prosperity gospel Evans documented 
similar claims of other preachers within the movement. 

 
14 Gordon Fee, The Disease of the Health and Wealth Gospels 

(Frontline Publishing, 1985; repr., Vancouver, B. C.: Regent College, 
1996), 9. 
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of the Kingdom frees us from all those pagan concerns (Matt. 
6:32).”15 

A quick survey of the NT shows that faith in Christ was often 
costly, not rewarding, monetarily for the apostles and early 
church. James and John left their father Zebedee’s fishing 
business through which their family had gained wealth and 
social standing in order to follow Jesus. Their decision cost them 
socioeconomically. 

Peter, speaking for the Twelve in Matthew 19, claimed that 
they had forsaken all to follow Jesus. Jesus did not dispute the 
claim. 

Paul speaks in 2 Corinthians 6 and 11 of the hardships that 
he endured after coming to faith and entering the ministry. His 
pre-conversion situation was socioeconomically more 
rewarding than that following his conversion. 

The church at Jerusalem experienced a famine that 
concerned Paul enough during his missionary travels that he 
collected an offering for its members. Those believing Jews 
would have arguably found assistance tough to come by from 
their non-believing families and friends because of their 
identification with a crucified Messiah. 

Hebrews 11 describes the hardships encountered by God’s 
faithful ones in the past. Verses 35-39 speak of torture, jeers, 
floggings, chains, imprisonment, stonings, destitution, 
persecutions of various sorts, and homelessness. The writer 
summarizes in verse 39: “They were all commended for their 
faith, yet none of them received what had been promised.” In 
the very next chapter he alludes to the suffering that his readers 
were then experiencing, not because of sin but as a sign of their 
divine sonship. 

Out of the seven churches of Asia Minor in Revelation 2-3, 
only Laodicea was said to be rich in goods. Unfortunately, she 
was also declared to be poor toward God. 

What about Jesus himself? Despite Prosperity preacher John 
Avanzini’s interpretation of John 19:23 claiming that Jesus wore 

                                                 
15 Ibid., 10. 
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“designer clothes,”16 a close examination of the socio-economic 
reality of his earthly existence paints an altogether different 
picture.  

Jesus was born into a poor home, as evidenced by the 
meager sacrifice that Mary offered at the time of her 
purification. The extravagant gifts of the magi were much 
needed and sovereignly provided to His poor family in order to 
help support them during their hasty flight and subsequent 
sojourn in Egypt.  

He was known as “Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph” 
(John 1:45). There were three common ways to designate a man 
in first century Israel: (1) by a nickname (e.g., James the Less); 
(2) as the “son of” so-and-so (used when the father had 
distinguished himself through deeds or riches); and (3) as being 
“of” a place. As Joseph had not sufficiently distinguished himself 
socioeconomically for Jesus to be readily identified by merely 
mentioning Joseph’s name, he was more commonly identified by 
the lowly place of his rearing. 

Jesus admitted, “The Son of Man has no place to lay His 
head” (Luke 9:58). He and the Twelve were supported in 
ministry by certain well-to-do women (Luke 8:3)—this in a 
culture where women enjoyed fewer privileges and lesser 
standing than men—and were often hosted in the home of 
Lazarus and his sisters in Bethany. 

At the feeding of the five thousand, Philip gave some 
indication of how little Jesus and his disciples’ treasury held 
(John 6:7). At the time of his crucifixion, the only remarkable 
possession Jesus owned was a seamless undergarment that the 
soldiers decided to gamble over rather than divide into pieces 
(John 19:23-24). The mentioning of his ownership of such a 
garment, far from illustrating the kind of wealth in which he 
customarily lived, actually underscored how little he possessed 
otherwise.17 At death his body was laid in a borrowed tomb.  

                                                 
16 John F. MacArthur Jr., Charismatic Chaos (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1992), 347. 
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Any claims that wealth and possessions are promised in this 
life to followers of Christ are not substantiated by the 
experiences of Jesus Himself nor of the NT church. To make any 
such claim demonstrates poor exegesis of the biblical text.18 

 
THEOLOGICAL ANALYSIS 

 
A number of theological problems can be discerned within 

Osteen’s book and the larger Prosperity movement. Most, if not 
all, of these problems result from the hermeneutical and 
exegetical shortcomings identified above. 

An Underdeveloped and Understated Hamartiology 

Preachers of Prosperity tend to ignore the pervasive 
depravity of man. They seem to lack any real appreciation of 
how the fall has corrupted everything about man and the world 
he inhabits. As Alan Branch of Midwestern Baptist Theological 
Seminary observed, “[Prosperity] wants the positive but not the 
negative. Problem is, we live on this side of Eden. We’re fallen.”19  

Osteen repeatedly throughout his book returned to the 
theme that man can count on God’s love and desire to bless him 
because God created man in God’s own image. “His love for you 
is based on what you are, not on what you do” (58). Although 
there is much to commend this statement, Osteen said nothing 
about how sin marred God’s image in man, how God hates sin, 
or how God’s love and blessings are now based upon what 
believers are in Christ (Eph 1:3-14).   

The Prosperity Gospel understates the seriousness of sin by 
teaching that sin obstructs the blessings of a benevolent God, 
but saying little to nothing about how sin demands the wrath of 
a holy God. It is difficult to appreciate the goodness of the “good 

                                                 
18 None of this is meant to imply that God is unconcerned for the 

needs of his children. He is concerned, but he commands the believer 
not to worry over such matters (Matt 6:25-34). 

 
19 Van Biema and Chu, “Does God?” 55. 
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news” until one understands the divine judgment under which 
he lives without it. 

Champions of the Prosperity Gospel follow a trail blazed 
decades ago by Norman Vincent Peale who emphasized the 
benefits of grace while de-emphasizing the necessity of 
repentance. It is this de-emphasis that contributes to the 
theological poverty of the Prosperity Gospel. 

To be called a sinner and to be called upon to repent are 
offensive calls. Perhaps this is why Prosperity preachers and 
their brothers who promote self-esteem are slow to make such 
calls. 

The crowds that flocked to Jesus after he gave them bread in 
John 6 quickly dispersed after the conditions for discipleship 
were made plain. Missiologists speak of “rice Christians,” i.e., 
those who convert to Christianity for worldly benefits, such as a 
supply of rice to Indians. When professions of Christianity are 
born out of such temporal promises, not repentance from sin 
and faith in Jesus, converts come and go. 

The final punishment for sin is eternal banishment from 
God’s presence in hell. If Osteen in his book said little about sin, 
he said even less about hell. Is it unloving to speak of hell? Not 
according to Randy Alcorn who wrote in Heaven, “The most 
loving thing we can do for our friends and our family is to warn 
them about the road that leads to destruction and tell them 
about the road that leads to life.”20  

A Distorted Soteriology 

Gary Evans in his January 2000 contribution to Affirmation 

& Critique denounced the Prosperity Gospel as a “spiritual 
deviation” and “another gospel” such as Paul condemned in 
Galatians 1. He opened his assault with this salvo:  

 
Over the last twenty to thirty years there has been an increasing 
promotion of the notion that it is a Christian’s divine birthright to 
be materially prosperous. This outward prosperity is ranked as a 

                                                 
20 Randy Alcorn, Heaven (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale, 2004), 26. 
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New Testament bequest, and even more, as an element of the 
eternal redemption which Christ accomplished on the cross. It 
may rankle some advocates of this prosperity to hear their 
teaching labeled as a “gospel.” They rarely, if ever, refer to it as a 
prosperity gospel. However, in elevating financial prosperity as 
one of the accomplishments and goals of the precious redemption 
of Christ, they are following the pattern of the Judaizers in 
Galatians. Although the Judaizers preached the work of Christ, 
they appended a foreign element to their gospel, the requirement 
of circumcision, compelling Paul to brand their teaching as “a 
different gospel” and “another gospel” (1:6-7). Similarly, the 
addition of the promise of material wealth to the work of Christ on 
the cross is in the principle of “another gospel,” the gospel of 
prosperity.21 
 

If any doubt that advocates of the Prosperity Gospel so 
corrupt the doctrine of Christ’s salvific work, one need look no 
further than Kenneth Copeland who wrote in The Laws of 

Prosperity: “Jesus bore the curse of the law in our behalf. He beat 
Satan and took away his power. Consequently, there is no 
reason for you to live under the curse of the law, no reason for 
you to live in poverty of any kind…. Prosperity is a provision of 
the covenant.”22 

Markus Bishop, Our Covenant of Prosperity, claimed, “He 
became poor in order to suffer and purchase this redemption 
for you, redeeming you from the curse of the Law, which 
included poverty. You can even say it this way: ‘Jesus redeemed 
me from poverty so that the blessing of Abraham might come 
upon me.’”23 

In harmony with these men Osteen declared that his father’s 
faith “broke the curse of poverty in our family” (64). The 

                                                 
21 Evans, “Spiritual Deviations,” 55. 

 
22 Kenneth Copeland, The Laws of Prosperity (Fort Worth: Kenneth 

Copeland Publications, 1995), 41, qtd. in ibid. 
 
23 Markus Bishop, Our Covenant of Prosperity: Crossing the 

Threshol to Supernatural Abundance (Tulsa: Harrison House, 1997), 
20, qtd. in Evans, “Spiritual Deviations, 55. 
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question that must be asked is, does Christ’s death and one’s 
entrance into the new covenant assure temporal prosperity? 

I am unaware of any respected theological resource that 
identifies poverty as part of the “curse of the Law.” Poverty is 
terrible. Poverty is often unjust. Poverty is real, but it is not 
deserving of the designation “curse of the Law.” The “curse of 
the Law” is found in the fact that the Mosaic law reveals to man 
that he is a sinner and that death is the consequence. The law 
does not and cannot, however, help anyone to overcome sin or 
death. All it brings is bad news, i.e., a curse. Jesus, on the other 
hand, brings good news, i.e., the gospel. 

A Diminished Christology 

Gifford recalled listening to a sermon broadcast in Ghana. 
Afterward, his wife asked him, “’Did you notice that Jesus wasn’t 
mentioned in that sermon, but Bill Gates was twice?’” Gifford 
later confessed, “I hadn’t noticed, because in this sector of 
Christianity [i.e., African Pentecostalism] that omission is 
unremarkable.”24  

If sin is not so serious, it follows that Jesus’ work on the 
cross was not so significant. Listening to the Prosperity Gospel, 
one gets the impression that the purpose of Jesus’ death was 
less to appease the wrath of an offended deity than to secure the 
blessings of a benevolent Father. 

With his emphasis on self-esteem, Osteen implied that Jesus’ 
death says less about the holiness of God than the value of man. 
As a little known advocate of the Prosperity Gospel once 
preached in the audience of this author, “Jesus’ death 
demonstrates how much God values us.” While it is wonderfully 
true that God loves and values everyone, why did Jesus have to 
die to prove it? Answer: the holiness of God demanded the death 
of a sinless substitute. 

Christ’s work on the cross has been both distorted and de-
emphasized by the Prosperity movement. As J. Alfred Smith Sr., 
pastor of Allen Temple Baptist Church, lamented in Speak Until 

                                                 
24 Gifford, “Expecting Miracles,” 20. 
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Justice Wakes, “The god many seek today is the deity of upward 
social class mobility and middle-class prosperity. These 
listeners’ hearts are not tuned to hear about the blood and gore 
of a Palestinian Jew dying helplessly and hopelessly on a Roman 
cross.”25  

Besides failing to appreciate or at least articulate the real 
significance of Jesus’ death, the importance of his life, i.e., what 
might be learned from the Jesus of history, is seldom mentioned. 
Jesus is treated more as a means to an end than the end itself. 
Neither in his book nor in his preaching that I have heard does 
Osteen mention Jesus very often. 

An Over-realized Eschatology 

New Testament theology speaks of Christ’s kingdom as 
being both “now and not yet.” Believers on earth are already 
members of his kingdom and enjoy some of its benefits now, but 
the fullness of kingdom life will not be experienced until later. 
Pauline theology speaks of two periods: the “present age” 
marked by depravity, disease, and death; and the “age to come” 
marked by love, light, and life. Jesus’ ministry ushered in the 
“age to come” but did not finally end the “present age.” 
Christians currently live as people of the “age to come” in the 
midst of this dying “present age.” To assist them, God has given 
his Spirit and grace. Prosperity preachers seem to miss this 
distinction, talking often about how God’s blessings should be 
enjoyed now but saying little to nothing of heaven and eternity. 

Within the Word of Faith Movement Jesus’ miracles are 
assumed to demonstrate the kinds of blessings that God wants 
his people to enjoy presently—healing, abundant provisions, 
etc. Christians who fail to realize such blessings either do not 
know or are not properly exercising their covenant rights. Philip 
Yancey, The Jesus I Never Knew, offered a more orthodox view 
when he suggested that Jesus performed miracles to inspire his 
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from J. Alfred Smith Sr. (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press), qtd. in 
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audience to look back and to look ahead—to provide a glimpse 
of the world as God intended it to be and as he will again one 
day make it.26 Jesus miracles were thus “signs” given to create a 
sense of “wonder” and to illustrate the nature of his eternal 
kingdom. 

Romans 8:18-25 speaks of how both Christians and creation 
groan under the curses found in Genesis 3 and in anticipation of 
future redemption/restoration. It has been forgotten by some 
that prosperity now can be a bad thing. In Deuteronomy 8 God 
warned the Jews before they entered the promised land not to 
let their imminent prosperity turn their hearts away from him. 
Aware of such a danger, Agur prayed in Proverbs 30:8b-9: 
“[G]ive me neither poverty nor riches, but give me only my daily 
bread. Otherwise, I may have too much and disown you and say, 
‘Who is the Lord?’ Or I may become poor and steal, and so 
dishonor the name of my God.” Temporal prosperity can cause 
one to lose sight of God now and heaven in the distance.  

Milmon Harrison noted in Righteous Riches: The Word of 

Faith Movement in Contemporary African American Religion that 
disenfranchised African-Americans formerly looked forward to 
eternity as the place where justice would reign and rewards 
bestowed. The Prosperity Gospel has since replaced that 
expectation for many with the demand for heaven now.27 

Accompanying the loss of heavenly expectation has been a 
notable corresponding failure to address the injustices of this 
world. Contrariwise, C. S. Lewis observed:  

 
If you read history, you will find that the Christians who did 

most for the present world were just those who thought most of 
the next. The Apostles themselves, who set on foot the conversion 
of the Roman Empire, the great men who built up the Middle 

                                                 
26 Philip Yancey, The Jesus I Never Knew (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
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in Contemporary African American Religion (New York: Oxford U P, 
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Ages, the English Evangelicals who abolished the Slave Trade, all 
left their mark on Earth, precisely because their minds were 
occupied with Heaven. It is since Christians have largely ceased to 
think of the other world that they have become so ineffective in 
this. Aim at Heaven and you will get earth “thrown in”: aim at 
earth and you will get neither.28 

An Unbalanced Theology 

One of the major tenets of the Prosperity movement is that 
God has entered into a covenant with believers. Christians who 
know their rights as found in the covenant can exercise the 
same power as God by speaking into existence what they desire. 
The need to pray, fellowship with the Father, and seek the mind 
of the Spirit can be minimized, if not bypassed altogether. While 
the movement speaks much about the benefits of being God’s 
child, it seemingly says less about developing that relationship. 
An impersonal theology that expects good things from God by 
virtue of exercising certain covenantal rights is closely akin to 
the positive thinking that was popularized by Norman Vincent 
Peale in the mid-1900s and repackaged by Rhonda Byrne as the 
“law of attraction” in her 2007 bestseller The Secret. Her work, 
promoted more than once by Oprah Winfrey, claimed that a 
person will naturally attract to himself more of the same sorts of 
things that he or she thinks about—whether good or bad.29 

I have twice heard interviews with Osteen conducted on 
national television by Hannah Storm and Larry King.30 Both 
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118. Van Biema and Chu, “Does God?” 56, reported that this criticism 
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times Osteen was asked if he believed that people must profess 
faith in Jesus in order to enter heaven. Confessing that he 
believed and preached to his congregation the importance of 
faith in Jesus, he hedged his answer with several “I don’t know” 
responses—even telling King that “I don’t know if I believe 
they’re wrong” when asked if Jews and Muslims who do not 
believe in Jesus are wrong. He preferred instead to be positive 
and talk about how God is for everyone. Potentially divisive 
theological matters, particularly those that might be seen as 
narrow or exclusionary, are not preaching fare for Osteen 
himself. He is apparently unaware of Jude’s exhortation to 
“contend for the faith” (v. 3) or Paul’s example of declaring the 
“whole will of God” (Acts 20:27).  

What about this preach-the-positives and mute-the-
negatives approach to theology? According to Thomas Schreiner 
any preaching, no matter how heart-warming or edifying, that 
neglects its theological foundation allows the wolf of heresy to 
lurk ever more closely.31 When people know only what but not 
why—why this and not that—they lack the discernment that 
will keep them from false teaching. 

In the chapter “Discover the Power of Your Thoughts and 
Words” Osteen gave evidence of another imbalance in his 
theology when he wrote, “God has already done everything He’s 
going to do. The ball is now in your court. If you want success, if 
you want wisdom, if you want to be prosperous and healthy, 
you’re going to have to do more than meditate and believe; you 
must boldly declare words of faith and victory over yourself and 
your family” (132). Truly, God wants his children to be “doers of 
the Word and not hearers only,” but Osteen is demanding 
something more. Bob Hunter in his summary critique of Your 

Best Life Now observed,  
 
Osteen implies that if you don’t receive the things you feel you are 
entitled to, it is your own fault because you haven’t spoken those 
things into reality, and God has already done everything He is 
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going to do for you. This puts all the responsibility for receiving 
from God entirely on the Christian. Jesus promises, in contrast, 
that if we seek Him first, he will meet all our needs (Matt. 6:31-33) 
and He puts no other conditions on receiving from Him.32 
 

In a randomly audited 2006 televised sermon, Osteen 
treated diabetes, heart disease, Alzheimer’s disease, loss of 
sight, and loss of hearing in the same way as an addiction. He 
urged his congregation not to accept these things but to confess 
better things. He went on to claim that Jesus died to redeem 
people from these things and that they can set their family free 
from the curse of these things by declaring daily “I am free.” The 
implication is that these are works of the Evil One that people 
allow themselves and their families to fall victim to—permitted, 
if not caused, by a lack of faith. Jesus encountered a similar 
naïvete in Luke 13 among certain people who apparently 
believed that the victims of Pilate’s butchery had somehow 
brought their misery upon themselves. “Jesus answered, ‘Do you 
think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other 
Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But 
unless you repent, you too will all perish’ ” (vv. 2-3).  

Jesus, on occasion, rebuked his disciples for their lack of 
faith, but here in Luke 13 he clearly stated that the victims of 
two awful incidents were not at fault due to their being “worse 
sinners.” Their faith or lack thereof was not the issue. Scott 
Bader-Saye, author of Following Jesus in a Culture of Fear, called 
such an assumption a “simplistic equation of suffering and sin” 
and asserted, “Divine providence does not promise security in 
any conventional sense. …”33 

Nothing in the doctrinal statement found on the website for 
Osteen’s ministry suggests anything heretical—quite the 
contrary. Critical attention to his book, sermons, and televised 
interviews, however, finds a theology out of balance and at 
certain points teetering on dangerous precipices.  
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HOMILETICAL ANALYSIS 

 
Separating entirely a minister’s hermeneutics and theology 

from his praxis in ministry is a difficult, if not impossible, 
analytical task. Judgments of the former can cloud assessments 
of the latter. Nevertheless, an analysis of Osteen’s practices, 
particularly those related to his pulpit ministry, is an important 
undertaking because it is here that the public has judged him a 
success by virtue of attending his church, tuning into his 
broadcasts, and purchasing his publications. What is Osteen 
doing that makes his preaching so attractive? What can be 
learned from him and similar preachers of Prosperity?   

Attributes to Be Applauded 

Leroy Forlines is Professor Emeritus of Theology at the Free 
Will Baptist Bible College in Nashville, Tennessee, and coauthor 
of the booklet Prophets of Prosperity. In a personal conversation 
he expressed to me his bewilderment over Osteen’s popularity. 
Forlines concluded that Osteen is not saying anything that Word 
of Faith preachers have not said before, and yet his ministry has 
exploded with unusual growth.34 Perhaps the following can 
partially account for his unprecedented success. 

Osteen exudes sincerity. The public fall of former Word of 
Faith personalities like Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker created the 
impression that all of the movement’s ministers, particularly 
those on television, were religious con artists. I am unaware of 
any significant evidence that suggests that Osteen is insincere or 
speaks with an ulterior motive of personal gain. Sincerity must 
never be equated with truth, but it is always refreshing to find 
and its influence should never be underestimated.35  

                                                 
34 Leroy Forlines, interview by author, December 2006, Nashville, 
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35 Aristotle, On Rhetoric: A Theory of Civic Discourse, trans. George 

A Kennedy, with introduction, notes, and appendices by George A 
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Osteen winsomely delivers positive messages that attract a 
racially and otherwise diverse audience. He reminds the hearer 
that life is to be enjoyed, not endured. That message strikes a 
responsive chord in the hearts of Christians who come out of 
repressive church backgrounds. His preaching appeals to 
modern audiences who do not want to be “preached at,” which 
they equate with a scolding, but desire to be conversationally 
engaged and to leave a worship service feeling good. 
Interviewees told Harrison that one of the things that attracted 
them to their Word of Faith churches was their ministers’ 
willingness to teach rather than preach. Their subsequent 
explanations indicated that they were less impressed with a 
minister’s emotional histrionics than his creating the 
impression that he was presenting a reasoned message based 
upon careful study. Osteen’s messages are clearly marked by 
such “sweet reason” filtered through a constant smile, laid-back 
persona, and simple, down-home way of talking.  

He offers hope—the hope of rising above one’s current 
circumstances. This is a welcomed word to Generation X, i.e., 
those born between 1965 and 1976. Gen Xers tend toward a 
pessimistic outlook on life, telling pollsters that they do not 
believe that they will fare better than their parents’ generation. 
Prosperity scholar Harrison concluded that it is this sense of 
hope, in the form of sensed empowerment, that accounts for the 
attraction of the Prosperity Gospel to many African-
Americans.36  

Osteen often shares testimonies from his family and people 
in his congregation to illustrate how God blesses faith and 
obedience. Postmodern hearers are deeply impressed by such 
personal testimonies. 

In his book, as well as in select sermons, Osteen attempts to 
make only one point per chapter or message. He restates, 
illustrates, and applies the same point over and over. 
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Homileticians have long maintained that a sermon should be 
about one thing, i.e., communicate one big idea. Osteen has 
succeeded in following this dictum. 

Like the late Adrian Rogers, Osteen knows how to turn a 
memorable phrase, such as: “There’s a miracle in your mouth.” 
“Live to give.” “When in need, sow a seed.” “God can take your 
scars and turn them into stars.” Hearers living in this age of the 
sound-bite appreciate such concise, easy-to-remember 
statements. 

Flawed though his theology is, Osteen at least broaches the 
subject of money and attempts to do so biblically. Princeton 
University professor Robert Wuthnow faulted the American 
church for its willingness to talk only about giving but not 
address “broader financial concerns… or the pressures at work.” 
“There has long been a taboo on talking candidly about money,” 
said Wuthnow.37 

Lessons to Be Learned 

One question that has constantly bedeviled the church is 
how to be “in the world” without being “of the world.” To 
borrow a phrase from Paul, how can the church be “all things to 
all men” without losing its biblical and theological integrity?  

Osteen’s ability to speak in a manner that is appreciated by 
the larger culture has already been commended. The Word of 
Faith movement has shown itself extremely flexible in cultural 
adaptation. Harrison suggested, “Because of its mutability and 
because there is no ideological or structural center, the 
movement and its ministries can combine elements from 
various realms of culture in order to attract new members by 
providing something they recognize as familiar but repackaged 
and redefined as ‘new and improved’ charismatic Christianity.”38 

Today’s minister needs to be aware of his culture, adapt his 
ministry where appropriate to the contours of that culture, but, 
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at the same time, remain true to Scripture. While there is much 
be learned from Osteen’s methods in this regard, one must 
beware of parroting his message. 

Because of temperament, interests, and various 
environmental influences, all ministers are naturally drawn to 
and effective at addressing certain issues and needs. Ministers 
must recognize and account for their natural inclinations as they 
plan their preaching. Osteen rarely mentions sin and says less 
about hell. Selective silence leads naturally to extremism and 
heresy. Today’s minister needs to strive for balance in 
proclaiming God’s wrath and God’s mercy, repentance and faith, 
the temporal and eternal benefits of grace, the privileges and 
responsibilities of salvation, law and grace, the Old and New 
Testaments, heaven and hell, and patience in as well as the 
possibility of deliverance from suffering. The minister needs to 
address these matters through a balance of preaching and 
teaching.  

Harrison observed, “The Word of Faith Movement offers a 
sense of personal, individual empowerment to those who have 
been left out of the mainstream of economic and social life, thus 
making it attractive to the poor who don’t want to stay poor in 
America and elsewhere, particularly in developing nations” 
(emphasis in original).39 Preachers need to open their eyes to 
the multiplicity of needs within their own communities, open 
their Bibles to discover what God has to say about those needs, 
and open their church’s hands to assist people in meeting their 
needs. 

Assuredly, the temporal benefits of following Christ must 
not be overstated. Paul declared, “If only for this life we have 
hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men” (1 Cor 
15:19). Neither should those temporal benefits be denied or 
dismissed. Veteran missiologist Donald McGavran fathered the 
modern-day Church Growth Movement. In his magnum opus, 
Understanding Church Growth, he wrote about an observed 
phenomenon he termed “redemption and lift.” He explained, 

 

                                                 
39 Ibid. 

 



50  The Journal of Ministry and Theology 

 

Every true church observes among its members a redemption due 
to Christ’s saving activity in the human heart. When Christ comes 
in, they become new creatures. They repent and turn from their 
sins. They gain victory over pride, greed, laziness, drink, hate, and 
envy. They cease quarreling with their neighbors and chasing 
women. They turn from litigation to constructive activity. They 
educate their children. They learn what God requires of them, and 
worship regularly. They become more effective human beings. . . . 
They read or hear the Bible and realize that God is for them and is 
available to them. They realize they are children of God and begin 
to act as such. They begin to live for others. Their community, in 
which many others have accepted Christ, becomes a better and 
better place to live.40  

 
Thus it is seen that the Gospel of Prosperity is not altogether 

wrong. Obedience to God’s Word can result in temporal benefits 
to individuals, families, neighborhoods, and nations. The story of 
the Villacis family of El Pindo, Ecuador, beautifully illustrates as 
much. This family of twelve lived meagerly “in misery and 
spiritual darkness … surrounded by hopelessness,” according to 
daughter Luz.41 In 1966 the Free Will Baptist Board of Foreign 
Missions sent Ella Rae Jones into the region. She served there 
seventeen years—sowing the Word and providing basic medical 
care. Jones evangelized and discipled the Villacis family and 
those in their village. She established an educational fund that 
enabled six of the Villacis children to complete high school. Luz 
and her younger brother Pablo later matriculated at Rio Grande 
Bible Institute, thanks to those who contributed to Jones’s 
special fund. Eventually, Luz married her college sweetheart, 
earned a Master’s degree in social sciences, and was appointed 
as a career missionary. An older brother became an elder in his 
church, a sister married a pastor educated in psychology, and 
Pablo became co-pastor of a church in Mexico. The rest of the 

                                                 
40 Donald McGavran, Understanding Church Growth, 3rd ed. rev. 

and ed. C. Peter Wagner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 210. 
 
41 Luz Villacis Quiroz, “Some Seeds Fall in Good Soil: One Account 

of Missionary Work by Free Will Baptists in Ecuador,” One Magazine, 

February/March 2007, 16. 
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family went on to serve God in other churches. Everything about 
Luz’s testimony speaks of blessings and different types of 
prosperity. I served as Jones’s pastor for four years, following 
her service in Ecuador. I can attest that she in no way would 
endorse the tenets of the Prosperity Gospel, and yet her sharing 
of the true gospel resulted in “redemption and lift” for the entire 
Villacis family.  

Excesses within the Prosperity movement should not inhibit 
ministers from preaching God’s promises. Isaac Watts, “Father 
of the English Hymn,” called biblical promises “the constant food 
of a living Christian, as well as his highest cordials (medicines) 
in a fainting hour.” He continued, “In such a world as this, where 
duties perpetually demand our practice, and difficulties and 
trials are ever surrounding us, what can we do better than to 
treasure up the promises in our hearts? Here are the true riches 
of a Christian, and his highest hopes on this side of heaven.”42 

The key to preaching God’s promises is to determine if, and 
to what extent, they apply to today’s Christian. Believers should 
constantly exercise a general faith in God’s goodness and 
protection. They can only exercise specific faith for a particular 
expression of his goodness and protection when they have a 
specific promise from God meant for them. Determining the 
applicability of any given promise demands attention to context, 
genre, later revelation (when the promise comes from the OT 
especially), and a comparison of what one perceives the promise 
to include with how that promise was or was not fulfilled in the 
lives of biblical characters. For example, Jesus promises 
provisions for life’s needs in Matthew 6:33. That this should not 
be understood as an unconditional promise for every believer is 
proved by Paul’s multiple experiences of deprivation. 

Martin Luther King Jr., in his sermon “Unfulfilled Hopes” and 
later titled “Shattered Dreams,” clarified that complacency must 
not be confused for contentment. One can perceive in Osteen’s 
book and sermons an undercurrent of confusion on this point. 
“Contentment” is maligned as a sort of fatalism or willingness to 

                                                 
42 Isaac Watts, in recommendation of Samuel Clarke, Precious Bible 

Promises, <http://www.whatsaiththescripture.com> (accessed 9 
September 2010). 
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accept the status quo. Paul spoke of his own contentment in 
Philippians 4:11-12: “I have learned to be content whatever the 
circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what 
it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in 
any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether 
living in plenty or in want.”  

What is the secret to finding contentment? It is not found in 
possessing an abundance of things. Jesus warned, “Watch out! 
Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not 
consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Luke 12:15). True 
Christian contentment is grounded in the conviction of God’s 
absolute sovereignty. If God is in control, he is aware of one’s 
circumstances. Beyond that, in the person of his Holy Spirit he 
accompanies the believer in those circumstances. In him the 
believer finds all he or she needs. How was Paul able to be 
content in times of hunger and want? Philippians 4:13 answers, 
“I can do everything through Him who gives me strength.” 

In this fallen world, one will always find reason to be 
discontent. In Christ, one can find every reason to be content. 
Reviewing with God one’s circumstances, a person may see 
failures, habits, relationships, or injustices that need correction. 
By his grace and for his glory, the believer can arise and work to 
right them, all the while remaining content in him. Contentment 
should be preached and pursued. 

After Peter in Matthew 19 declared that he and the other 
apostles had left all to follow Jesus, he asked, “What then will 
there be for us?” Jesus did not deny that the Twelve had 
sacrificed, nor did he deny them hope of reward. He said, “I tell 
you the truth, at the renewal of all things (i.e., following the 
renewal of heaven and earth [Rev 21-22]), when the Son of man 
sits on His glorious throne, you who have followed Me will also 
sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (v. 28). 
In short, Jesus pointed them beyond this temporal world for the 
time of their rewards.  

He did not stop there. He told a story about unemployed day 
laborers who were hired and deployed into a vineyard at 
different times throughout a twelve-hour work day. At the end 
of the day their employer paid them all the same amount 
regardless of how long they had actually worked (Matt 20:1-15). 
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Out of that enigmatic story emerge two important truths. First, 
whatever it is that one does for the Master, he or she does 
because the Master graciously sought him out and gave him the 
opportunity to serve. Second, whatever one receives for any 
labor in Christ’s vineyard, it is graciously given as far more than 
one deserves. From beginning to end, it is a story of grace. From 
beginning to end, preaching should retell the story of God’s 
grace. 

CONCLUSION 

 Setting aside this extensive analysis and returning to Time 
magazine’s cover question, “Does God want you to be rich?” 
Assuming that the “you” in that question is an American citizen, 
it really is a stupid question. The average American is richer 
than the majority of this world’s people. The average income for 
an American was $37,000 in 2002. World Revolution reports 
that 3 billion (one-half) of the world’s population live on less 
than $2 a day.43 As a citizen of these United States, “you” are 
already rich.  

If the “you” in Time’s question is an American Christian, then 
“you” are rich twice over. In addition to the blessings that this 
country offers her every citizen, every Christian possesses all of 
God’s riches listed in Ephesians 1 that are found in a saving 
relationship with God’s Son Jesus Christ.  

Apart from any of that, no matter how much or how little 
one possesses, it must be remembered that all of it has been 
entrusted to him by God. One day, every man, woman, boy, and 
girl will be called upon to give an account of their stewardship. 
On that day God will be less concerned with how much anyone 
had than he will be in what they did with it to demonstrate their 
love for him and for their neighbors (Matt 25:14-30). 

 

 

                                                 
43 Global Issues, “Poverty, Facts, and Stats,” <http://www.global 

issues.org> (accessed 10 September 2010). 
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INTRODUCTION
1
 

 
 In her 2009 article “Death Doctors” Kathryn Jean Lopez 

recounts an interview with euthanasia advocate Dr. Philip 

Nitschke.2 When Lopez asked Nitschke “whom he aimed to help 

                                                 
1 This article was originally written for and delivered as a Faculty 

Forum paper at Baptist Bible Seminary on February 28, 2011. 
 
2 Euthanasia means “good death” and refers to the termination of 

human life for what are deemed good reasons, usually illness. The 

terminology of euthanasia centers on three factors: who decides; who 

acts; and how it occurs. On who decides, voluntary euthanasia is 

ending life according to one’s own wishes, involuntary euthanasia is 

ending life against one’s wishes, and nonvoluntary euthanasia is 

ending life for one who is unable to decide for himself. On who acts, 

direct euthanasia is ending life by one’s direct act and indirect 

euthanasia is ending life by another person’s act. On how it occurs, 

active euthanasia is ending life by an overt act (“killing”) while passive 

euthanasia is ending life by not taking action (“letting die”). There are 

two types of passive euthanasia, unnatural and natural. Unnatural 

passive euthanasia is withholding natural means of sustenance (e.g. 

food, water, air, including mechanical means of delivery such as IV, 

feeding tube). It is called unnatural because the natural means of 

sustaining life are being withheld. This is not letting nature take its 

course. Natural passive euthanasia is withholding unnatural life-

sustaining equipment (e.g. respirator, artificial heart, kidney machine). 

This is called natural because only unnatural means of sustaining life 

are being withheld and one is simply letting nature take its course 

(John S. Feinberg and Paul D. Feinberg, Ethics for a Brave New World 

[Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway, 1996], 104–5; in Logos Bible Software). 

Euthanasia in this paper means active euthanasia, whether voluntary, 

involuntary, or nonvoluntary, and whether direct or indirect. To limit 
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kill themselves, he explained that if one has a right to live, one 

should also have the right to die, and have the means to do it.”3 

Nitschke went on to say this: 

 
Someone needs to provide this knowledge, training or  recourse 

necessary to anyone to wants it, including the depressed, the 

elderly, the bereaved, the troubled teen. If we are to remain 

consistent and we believe that the individual has the right to 

dispose of their life, we should not erect artificial barriers in the 

way of sub-groups who don’t meet our criteria.4 

  
Nitschke, known as “Dr. Death” for his efforts to legalize 

euthanasia in Australia, has done something to provide this 

knowledge: he has developed a barbiturate-testing kit for 

people who want to end their lives. William Lee Adams 

comments, “People who are seriously ill don’t want to 

experiment. ... They want to know they have the right 

concentration of drugs so that if they take them in the suggested 

way, it will provide them with a peaceful death.”5 Lopez warns 

at the head of her article, “Like abortion 50 years ago, 

euthanasia now is poised at the top of a slippery slope.”6 J. R. 

                                                                                                      
this paper I will not be dealing with the ethical issues related to 

passive euthanasia. Active euthanasia is a form of suicide, which this 

paper also mentions. Scripture prohibits active euthanasia and suicide 

since they are both forms of homicide (see Norman L. Geisler, Christian 

Ethics [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989], 165). 

 

 3 Kathryn Jean Lopez, “Death Doctors,” National Review Online, 

<http://www.nationalreview.com/articles/print/2273   28> (accessed 

15 December 2010). 

 

 4 Ibid. 

 

 5 William Lee Adams, “Foolproofing Suicide with Euthanasia 

Test Kits,” Time, April 13, 2009, <http://www.time. com/ 

time/health/article/0,8599,1890413,00.html> (accessed 14 February 

2011). 

 

 6 Lopez, “Death Doctors.” 
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Stanton describes what the top of the abortion slippery slope 

looked like back in the late 1960s: 

 
In the confluence of “women’s liberation,” sexual freedom, and 

concern for ecology, population and pollution, vast forces inimical 

to the well-being of embryo and fetus were in motion. The 

American Law Institute was proffering a little “reasonable” 

liberation of the abortion laws to take care of the “hard” cases, 

physical and mental health, incest, rape, and genetic  defect. The 

quality of human life ethic gained respectability at the expense of 

human life itself in socially and academically  impeccable circles. 

As medical indications for abortion evaporated, doctors 

increasingly invoked mental health as justification for abortion.7 

 
As we know all too well, this effort culminated in the 

infamous 1973 U.S. Supreme Court ruling Roe v. Wade and its 

companion Doe v. Bolton. Together these rulings legalized 

abortion on demand at any point in a woman’s pregnancy for 

any reason deemed necessary for the health of the mother—

health defined broadly enough to include psychological, 

emotional, and familial factors.8 What started as an effort to 

loosen anti-abortion laws just a little to make room for hard 

cases “opened the door to abortion for virtually any reason.”9 

Today abortion is legal in the United States virtually for any 

woman at any time for any reason whatsoever. 

There are sobering parallels between the way the abortion 

debate played out and the current unfolding of the euthanasia 

debate. What started out as a compassionate desire only to 

relieve the suffering of the terminally ill has become a 

movement of ever expanding claims for the right to die. As 

Lopez warns, we know things have reached a serious point 

                                                 
7 J. R. Stanton, “Abortion: Flawed Premise and Promise,” 

unpublished paper cited in C. Everett Koop, The Right to Live; The 

Right to Die (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale, 1976), 33. 

 
8 Feinberg and Feinberg, Ethics for a Brave New World, 48. 

 
9 Scott B. Rae, Moral Choices, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

2000), 126. 
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when “Time magazine—a major publication with a national, if 

not global, reach—gives respectable coverage to a doctor who 

has advocated the right of troubled teenagers to kill 

themselves.”10 

It is even worse. Ludwig Minelli, a high-profile Swiss 

euthanasia advocate, claims that there should be no limits at all 

on the right to take one’s life: “It is without conditions. ... A 

human right is without any conditions except capacity.”11 So the 

euthanasia movement has gone from wanting only to help the 

terminally ill end their suffering to claiming that anyone has the 

right to end his or her life at any time for any reason 

whatsoever. It sounds eerily familiar to the abortion debate 

does it not? Slippery slope indeed! 

In this paper I want to examine this matter of the right to 

death, especially as euthanasia advocates claim it and link it 

directly to the right to life. However, what exactly is the right to 

life? How has it been traditionally understood and what does 

Scripture say about it? What do contemporary euthanasia 

advocates mean by the right to life? What do they mean by the 

right to death? Are these really two legitimate parallel rights as 

proponents of euthanasia claim? I will start by considering the 

right to life, looking at its traditional understanding in Western 

thought, presenting its biblical roots, and exploring the 

contemporary definitional shift. Then I will examine the claim 

today for a right to death and conclude that it is false because it 

rests on a false notion of the right to life and an unsustainable 

worldview. 

 

THE RIGHT TO LIFE 

 
In the American debate over the right to life, the founding 

documents of our country are a logical starting point. The 

Declaration of Independence makes this assertion: “We hold 

these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 

                                                 
10 Lopez, “Death Doctors.” 

 
11 Ibid. 
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Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of 

Happiness.” The Declaration makes five claims about human life. 

First, God is the author of human life. He is the one who made us 

and so we rightly call Him our Creator. Second, God endows us 

with the right to life. This right derives from God because he is 

the ultimate source of human life. Third, God places equal value 

on all human life. “All men are created equal.”12 Fourth, it is 

living human beings who have the right to life. The right to life is 

simply the right of already existing people to continue living. 

Fifth, this right to life is unalienable (or inalienable).13 As an 

inalienable right, the right to life is incapable of being 

                                                 
12 Did every Founding Father really believe “all men are created 

equal”? Unfortunately not. Although the Declaration claims equality for 

all men, slavery was well entrenched in the colonies by the Revolution 

and was later by compromise written into the Constitution. While 

individual Founding Fathers condemned slavery, even some who 

themselves owned slaves, the abolition movement did not formally 

arise until the 1830s (<http://www.usconstitution.net/consttop_slav. 

html> [accessed 21 February 2011]). In 1863 during the Civil War 

President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, and then 

finally the Thirteenth Amendment was ratified in 1865 to formally 

abolish slavery. Earlier in an 1855 letter Lincoln appealed to the 

Declaration of Independence to clarify his opinion of slavery, “As a 

nation, we began by declaring that ‘all men are created equal.’ We now 

practically read it ‘all men are created equal, except negroes.’ When the 

Know-Nothings get control, it will read ‘all men are created equal, 

except negroes, and foreigners, and Catholics.’ When it comes to this I 

should prefer emigrating to some country where they make no 

pretence of loving liberty—to Russia, for instance, where despotism 

can be taken pure, and without the base alloy of hypocracy [sic]” 

(<http://showcase.netins.net/web/creative/lincoln/speeches/speed.

htm> [accessed 21 February 2011]; emphasis original). 

 
13 Manuscript evidence shows that Thomas Jefferson wrote 

inalienable in his draft of the Declaration, while the engrossed 

parchment copy shows a change to unalienable. Theories exist for how 

this happened, but ultimately it is not that significant. While modern 

dictionaries prefer inalienable, the two words mean the same thing. 
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transferred or surrendered.14 In other words, the right to life 

cannot be given away or taken away.15 

In composing this declaration of inalienable rights, Thomas 

Jefferson was restating ideas that had been around for centuries. 

Since ancient Greece, political philosophers had argued for the 

existence of natural rights that men possess as a gift from nature 

(or God) before the formation of government. English 

philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) made a strong case for 

natural rights in his Second Treatise of Civil Government (1690). 

Locke argued for a “state of nature” in which all men are equal 

by birth and entitled to enjoy and defend their life, health, 

liberty, and possessions.16 However, because some do not 

respect these rights and threaten the liberties of others, men 

must enter into social contract with each other and form the 

state to guarantee these rights for themselves. Locke believed 

that the purpose of government was to preserve the natural 

rights of men. The Founding Fathers borrowed these ideas from 

Locke and others and used them as a basis for the right of the 

American colonies to declare independence from Great 

Britain.17 

Clearly the right to life has a specific meaning in the context 

of the Declaration of Independence. The right to life is the right 

to live. It is the right of living human beings to continue to live. It 

is the right to life possessed by the living against those who 

                                                 
14 Philip Babcock Gove, ed., Webster’s Third New International 

Dictionary of the English Language Unabridged (Springfield, MA: 

Merriam-Webster, 1993), 1140. 

 
15 <http://www.ushistory.org/declaration/unalienable.htm> (acc- 

essed 18 February 2011). 

 
16 <http://www.associatedcontent.com/article/2197777/john_ 

lockes_influence_on_the_american_pg2.html?cat=37> (accessed 14 

February 2011). 

 
17 <http://www.u-s-history.com/pages/h1206.html> (accessed 14 

February 2011). 
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would threaten their life or take it away from them.18 This 

understanding of the right to life is rooted not only in Western 

philosophy, but also in the Judeo-Christian view of life taught in 

Scripture, to which we now turn. 

 
The Right to Life in Scripture 

 
Life in Scripture begins with God. God is the only living and 

true God (Acts 14:25; 1 Thess 1:9). God “has life in Himself” 

(John 5:26).19 That is, he is self-existent or possesses aseity. God 

is the ever-living God: “from everlasting to everlasting, You are 

God” (Ps 90:2). For these reasons we say that God alone 

possesses necessary existence: he cannot not exist. God not only 

lives; he grants life to others. God is the creator of contingent 

life, that is, all life apart from himself that does not exist 

necessarily but rather in dependence upon God. He gives life 

and breath to all people (Acts 17:25). From one man God made 

all the nations of mankind to live on the earth (v. 26). Important 

for the right to life, the Bible teaches that God made man in his 

own image, according to his own likeness (Gen 1:26–27).20 This 

sets man apart from the other forms of life that God created. God 

has crowned man with glory and majesty and has made him to 

rule over the rest of God’s creation (Ps 8:5–6; Gen 1:26–28). 

Because God created man in his own image, God highly 

values human life. God defends man’s right to life against those 

                                                 
18 The Founding Fathers understood that there are some 

exceptions to the right to life. For example, they believed the 

government has the right to execute criminals. The Eighth Amendment 

to the Constitution does not forbid punishment or even capital 

punishment, but only “cruel and unusual punishments” 

(<http://caselaw.lp.findlaw.com/data/constitution/amendment08/> 

[accessed 16 February 2011]). 

 
19 Unless otherwise noted, Scripture references are from the NASB 

1995 Update. 

 
20 For a discussion of what it means for man to be created in God’s 

image, see my article “The Imago Dei Revisited,” JMAT 11, no. 2 (Fall 

2007): 5–37. 
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who would threaten it or take it away. In Genesis 4:10–12 God 

cursed Cain for murdering his brother Abel (although he spared 

Cain’s life). However, after the flood in Genesis 9:5–6 God 

demands the life of anyone who takes the life of another human 

being: “Surely I will require your lifeblood ... from every man’s 

brother I will require the life of man. Whoever sheds man’s 

blood, by man his blood shall be shed.” The reason God gives for 

requiring the life of the one who takes life is this: “For in the 

image of God He made man.” Thus in Scripture man’s right to 

life (not to mention the right of government to carry out capital 

punishment) is based on man’s bearing the very image of God 

his Creator. 

The biblical right to life is based on a biological or structural 

understanding of human life. In other words, human life itself 

has intrinsic value and therefore any person alive has the right 

to live. The Bible does not separate life from personhood or base 

the right to life on anything related to the development or 

quality of human life. This structural definition of life and 

personhood derives from several strands of biblical evidence. 

First, the general teaching of the sixth commandment of the 

Decalogue supports a structural definition of human life and 

personhood. God commands, “Thou shalt not kill” (Exod 20:13, 

KJV). Elsewhere Scripture reveals three exceptions to this rule: 

warfare, capital punishment, and self-defense. The sixth 

commandment therefore does not forbid all taking of human 

life. A better translation of the command is thus, “You shall not 

murder” (cf. NKJV, ESV, NIV). Murder is the unjustified taking of 

human life. Repeated in the NT (Rom 13:9; Jas 2:11), the sixth 

commandment is the foundational principle regarding the right 

to life: all human beings have the right to live against any who 

would unjustly threaten their life or take it from them. 

Second, in Psalm 139:13–16 David reflects on God’s 

knowledge and creation of him. This passage is crucial because 

it affirms God’s relationship with David in the womb before 

David was born. David describes how God formed his inward 

parts and wove him in his mother’s womb. David ponders this 

wonder: “My frame was not hidden from You, when I was made 

in secret, and skillfully wrought in the depths of the earth. Your 

eyes have seen my unformed substance; and in Your book were 
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all written the days that were ordained for me, when as yet 

there was not one of them.” David the person existed and was 

known as such by God from the very beginning of his life in the 

womb. Davis well describes the significance of this for the 

proper definition of life and personhood:  

 
God values human life long before the emergence of human 

consciousness; God loved David well before David became 

conscious of that love. A “person” in the proper sense exists from 

the earliest moments of human existence. Personhood denotes not 

merely conscious, postnatal humans, but all members of the 

human species, those who are genetically distinct human entities 

with their own unique life trajectory and developmental futures. 

Rather than saying that the unborn represent “potential human 

life,” it is more accurate to say that the unborn represent actual 

human life with great potential.21 

 
Third, a structural understanding of human life and 

personhood arises from Exodus 21:22–25. This passage is key 

because it likewise concerns human life in its early stages. In 

this case law two men are fighting, one strikes a pregnant 

woman, and various outcomes call for various penalties. If when 

the woman is struck “her children come out” (lit. trans.), “yet 

there is no injury,” the man who struck her must pay a fine. 

However, “if there is injury” (lit. trans.), the penalty is life for 

life. 
The competing interpretations of this passage are the 

miscarriage view and the premature birth view. According to 

the miscarriage view the unborn child’s “coming out” refers to a 

miscarriage.  Since this calls for a lesser penalty, the miscarriage 

view is used to argue that the Bible assigns an unborn child less 

or no status as a person. I do not think this interpretation is 

correct for reasons I will offer shortly. However, even if the 

miscarriage interpretation is correct, this does not mean that 

the unborn child is not considered a person in this passage. The 

child’s death here is accidental, not intentional. The deliberate 

                                                 
21 John Jefferson Davis, Evangelical Ethics, 3rd ed. (Phillipsburg, 

N.J.: P&R, 2004); 161, emphasis original. 
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killing of an unborn child is not condoned. Furthermore, the 

payment of a fine proves that the death, though accidental, is 

still an evil. Finally, the punishment is a fine and not the death 

penalty, not because the unborn child is not a person, but 

because the death is accidental.22 

The premature birth view takes the child’s “coming out” as a 

premature live birth, not a miscarriage. This interpretation is 

more likely because the noun “child” (יֶלֶד) is never used in the 

OT for a fetus or stillborn child, but rather of a child born alive. 

Furthermore, the verb “go out” (יָצָא) is likewise used of the 

normal birth of a living child as opposed to a miscarriage. 

Finally, the noun “injury” (אָסֹון) is indefinite in both v. 22 and v. 

23, indicating that the harm avoided or punished is to either the 

mother or the unborn child. Instead of devaluing or denying the 

personhood of the unborn child, this passage places the highest 

value on the life of the unborn child as well as the mother. Death 

to either of them warrants the death penalty and in this case 

even for an accidental death.23 

 

                                                 
22 Feinberg and Feinberg, Ethics for a Brave New World, 64. 

 
23 Ibid., 65. But does not the OT teach that the lives of slaves have 

less value than others? After all, does not Exodus 21:21 refer to a slave 

as his master’s “property”? However, the word here is “money.” Kaiser 

explains, “The point is not that men are mere chattel ... but that the 

owner has an investment in this slave that he stands to lose either by 

death ... or emancipation” (Walter C. Kaiser Jr., “Exodus,” in EBC, vol. 2 

[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990], 435). The surrounding context 

shows that the Mosaic Law actually elevated the value and rights of 

slaves above Israel’s contemporaries. If a master struck his slave and 

the slave died, the master was punished (v. 20). If the slave lived a day 

or two, the law gave the master the benefit of the doubt that his 

intentions were disciplinary and not homicidal. This law was a step up 

in a world where a master could do as he pleased with his slaves. 

Furthermore, vv. 26–27 teach that if a master maimed his slave the 

slave would go free. The purpose of these laws was not to put the slave 

at his master’s mercy, but to limit the master’s power over his slave. In 

these laws “a whole new statement of the value and worth of the 

personhood of the slave is introduced” (ibid., 433). 
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Fourth, 2 Samuel 1:1–16 supports a structural 

understanding of human life and personhood. This passage 

deals with the value of life at its end. Scripture records that Saul 

took his own life after he was severely wounded in battle (1 Sam 

31:3–4). However, a man came to David claiming to have killed 

Saul. The man said Saul requested this because he was in agony 

from his wounds yet his life still lingered in him (2 Sam 1:9–10). 

David asked the man why he was not afraid to destroy the 

Lord’s anointed (v. 14). David had the man put to death and said 

that the man’s blood was on his head because he testified 

against himself saying that he had killed the Lord’s anointed (v. 

16). This account rules out mercy killing or active euthanasia 

directly. What about the suicide? What Saul did was murder 

himself; the unlawful taking of life, even by one’s own hands, 

violates the sixth commandment.24 

Davis summarizes nicely all that we have been considering 

up to this point: “The traditional Western reverence for each 

life, irrespective of age, social class, or condition of health, 

reflects the Judeo-Christian doctrine of the creation of man as 

the image of God—a being of unique worth as a direct creation 

of the Almighty.”25 

 
The Right to Life and Abortion: A Corollary Discussion 

 
Although the subject of this paper is not abortion, it is 

appropriate to address it related to the right to life since 

euthanasia proponents reason in a way similar to advocates of 

abortion. With abortion the fundamental issue is the definition 

of personhood. When do human life and personhood begin? For 

pro-life proponents the answer is singular, straightforward, and 

scientific: human life and personhood begin at conception when 

the new human being comes into existence. This is the 

                                                 
24 Geisler, Christian Ethics, 165. It is true that the narrative does 

not judge Saul’s act either way. That is why we must corroborate with 

didactic passages any doctrine we would derive from narrative 

passages. 

 
25 Davis, Evangelical Ethics, 178. 
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structural, biological, or genetic definition of human life and 

personhood.26 Since the newly conceived life is a human person, 

he or she intrinsically has the right to life. This is the view of 

Scripture. 

The problem is that many abortion proponents separate life 

and personhood. Separating life from personhood affects how 

one understands the commencement and definition of 

personhood. Suggestions for the commencement of personhood 

are all over the map, ranging from conception to some time after 

birth and every stage in between. This affects one’s view on 

abortion. So does one’s definition of personhood. As already 

stated the pro-life and biblical definition of both life and 

personhood is biological, genetic, or structural. The scientific 

support for this definition is threefold. First, the species-specific 

DNA strands argue for a separate living human being from 

conception. Second, while before conception one can speak of 

the mother’s egg and the father’s sperm, after conception this is 

not the case: after conception a new cell exists which is identical 

to neither the father nor the mother. Third, there is substantial 

identity of the individual from conception to old age. This 

genetic identity guarantees personhood from conception to 

death.27 

Opposite the biological/genetic/structural definition is the 

developmental/sociological/psychological/interactive 

definition of personhood. On this definition personhood is not 

endowed but achieved through a process over time. Criteria 

marking attainment of personhood may stress the physical, the 

mental, the social, or some combination of these. For example, 

Warren offers five criteria that she considers most central to 

personhood: consciousness of things external and internal to 

oneself, and especially the ability to feel pain; reasoning; self-

motivated activity that is independent of genetic or external 

control; the ability to communicate with an indefinite number of 

topics; and the presence of self-concepts and self-awareness. 

                                                 
26 Feinberg and Feinberg, Ethics for a Brave New World, 58. 

 
27 Ibid., 60. 
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These must be possessed and not merely potential.28 Since an 

unborn child does not meet these criteria, he or she should not 

be considered a person.29 

There are three serious objections to the developmental 

view of personhood. First, the definition is stipulative, that is, 

someone is simply stipulating what will count as personhood. 

Second, as stipulative, the definition is arbitrary. One can choose 

whatever criteria for personhood that one likes. Ultimately, one 

could (as some have) define entire groups of individuals (Blacks, 

Native Americans, Asians, Jews) right out of personhood. Third, 

the developmental definition of personhood is an example of a 

slippery slope argument. Nothing could stop the stipulative 

definition of personhood from being used (as it has been and 

still is) to support infanticide, euthanasia, or the destruction of 

the severely mentally handicapped.30 The developmental view 

of personhood results in the powerful snatching the right to life 

from the most weak and vulnerable among us. 

The right to life as rooted in Scripture, supported by science, 

understood by our Founding Fathers, and preserved in our 

founding documents, is the right of living human beings to 

continue to live, unmolested, to pursue their happiness. This 

right rests on the understanding that life is a gift received from 

God its creator, not a commodity to be bought and sold. The 

right to life is not the right to manufacture life or do with life 

                                                 
28 Mary Anne Warren, “On the Moral and Legal Status of Abortion,” 

Monist 57 (1973); cited in ibid., 62. 

 
29 The debate over personhood sometimes takes the form of 

sanctity of life versus quality of life. Feinberg and Feinberg explain, “A 

quality of life ethic says that only those possessing certain capacities 

(such as those outlined by Warren) can enjoy a quality of life that is 

genuinely human. So long as there is that quality of life, life should be 

preserved. Without it, there is no obligation to protect life, for the 

mere possession of life is not a value so sacred as to warrant 

protection. Obviously, no developing fetus has a quality of life worth 

protecting; hence, it may be aborted” (Ethics for a Brave New World, 

63n48). 

 
30 Ibid., 63. 
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whatever one wishes. It is the right of living persons to live 

based on the intrinsic value of human life in the eyes of God. 

 
The Right to Life and Euthanasia 

 
Proponents of euthanasia today are assuming a right to life 

when they claim a corresponding right to death. Earlier I 

mentioned two prominent leaders in the current euthanasia 

movement, Philip Nitschke and Ludwig Minelli, who lean on this 

argument. What do euthanasia proponents mean by the right to 

life? S. B. Chetwynd explores various ways to understand the 

right to life and relates them to the right to death.31  

The first way to think about the right to life is as either a 

negative or positive right. Defined negatively, the right to life is 

a claim that others have no right to end your life. It is also a duty 

placed on others not to deprive you of your life. The right to life 

defined positively goes further and places a duty on others (e.g., 

medical professionals) to promote and preserve your life.32 

The second way to think of the right to life relates to its 

being inalienable. We saw earlier that if something is 

inalienable, it cannot be given or taken away. If the right to life is 

inalienable, then it cannot be set aside. In other words, those 

who possess this right could not decide that they no longer want 

the right to apply. Understood this way the inalienable right to 

life would ipso facto rule out euthanasia and suicide. 

                                                 
31 The following two pages, with a few additions, summarize S. B. 

Chetwynd, “Right to Life, Right to Die and Assisted Suicide,” Journal of 

Applied Philosophy 21 (2004): 173–82, available at <http://web. ebsco 

host.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?hid=7&sid=22509641-3389-

4d71-ae75-cc90625b37a3%40sessionmgr15&vid=6> (accessed 17 

February 2011). 

 
32 The negative right to life rules out murder but not necessarily 

suicide since it only entails a defense against other people’s taking of 

life. The positive right to life is more complex, since the claim against 

others to preserve one’s life could be construed as including or not 

including protection against self-harm. 
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However, the claim is made that things are not that simple. 

The question is raised of what exactly is inalienable, life itself or 

the right to life. If life itself is inalienable, then it cannot be given 

up. It is mandatory to pursue life and ending life by suicide or 

euthanasia is ruled out. However, if the right to life is 

inalienable, although it cannot be relinquished it could be 

voluntarily waived. This would mean that while others have no 

right to take my life, I can waive my right to life and take my 

own life or request that someone help me do it if I so choose.33 

This brings up a third way to think about the right to life: as 

either just the right to be alive or the right to live the kind of life 

one wishes. Earlier, footnote 29 mentioned that discussions on 

personhood can take the form of a sanctity of life versus a 

quality of life debate. A quality of life ethic says that only people 

who possess certain capacities can enjoy a quality of life that is 

genuinely human. So long as that quality of life is present, life 

should be preserved. Without this quality of life, there is no 

obligation to protect life. On this view, the mere possession of 

life is not a value so sacred as to warrant protection.34 Many 

apply this quality of life ethic to euthanasia and suicide as well 

as abortion. 

If the right to life is simply the right to be alive (sanctity of 

life ethic), this says nothing about the right to end one’s life. 

However, if the right to life is the right to live the kind of life one 

wishes (quality of life ethic), this would mean that the right to 

make decisions about one’s life should include the right to end 

one’s life if it is no longer the kind of life one desires. 

A final way to think about the right to life is related to 

property rights. Chetwynd brings this up not because he thinks 

that life really is one’s property, akin to one’s owning a 

television set. Instead, 

 

                                                 
33 Joel Feinberg, “Voluntary Euthanasia and an Inalienable Right to 

Life,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 7 (1978): 93; cited in Chetwynd, 

“Right to Life”, 175. 

 
34 Feinberg and Feinberg, Ethics for a Brave New World, 63n48. 
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It is more that I feel that talk and thinking of the right to die and 

connecting it to rights to order our lives as we please, seems to 

have similarities with property rights. We seem to think of our 

lives as ours in order to use, and perhaps dispose of, in similar 

ways to our thoughts about our property, as something we can 

use, arrange or dispose of at will, although within certain 

limitations.35 

 

Two ways to think about property rights are property held 

in trust and property held absolutely. Property held in trust 

does not belong to the trustee, but rather to another for whom 

the trustee manages it. The trustee cannot dispose of the 

property at will, risk it unjustifiably, devalue it, or misuse it. The 

trustee must do with the property only what benefits the owner. 

The trustee cares for the property because the owner cannot or 

chooses not to manage the property himself. 

If we think of human life as similar to property held in trust, 

and a person’s right to life as similar to a trustee’s rights over 

property held in trust, there would be severe limitations on 

what people could do with their lives. They would not be able to 

dispose of their lives at will. Although trustees can dispose of 

property held in trust, they can only do so if it benefits the 

owner or if they receive his permission. 

This view of human life, that it is held in trust and does not 

really belong to its apparent possessor, accords with the biblical 

view. God is the author of life and thus life belongs to him. Life is 

to be used for his benefit. It must not be disposed of by anyone 

other than him.36 “I am He, and there is no god besides Me; it is I 

who put to death and give life” (Deut 32:39). Such a view rules 

out suicide and euthanasia since they are analogous to unlawful 

destruction of property held in trust. 

Thought of as a negative right, the view of life as held in 

trust means that others have no right to remove life from us any 

more than someone could arbitrarily remove property held in 

trust from the trustee. As a positive right, the life as held in trust 

view means that duties to promote and preserve life would be 

                                                 
35 Chetwynd, “Right to Life”, 176. 

 
36 Or those he grants permission to do it for him. 
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toward the rightful owner, not the person in temporary 

possession. In neither case would there be a right to dispose of 

life. Since the life does not belong to the person in possession, 

but to God its rightful owner, the person has no right to end his 

life. This view of life places severe limits on what we can do with 

our life. It prohibits us from ending it when it seems good for us 

to do so. It also prohibits others from assisting us in ending our 

life. 

If we think of life as similar to property held absolutely, 

significant differences arise. In this case life belongs absolutely 

to the possessor. It is therefore his to use or dispose of as it suits 

him. Obviously thinking of life this way makes allowances for 

suicide and euthanasia. However, even if we think of the right to 

life as the right of property held absolutely, this right would be 

overridden if exercising it caused harm to others. Since we place 

such a high value on human life, the disposal of life concerns all 

of society. Human life has a value that concerns all of us. Any 

decision to end life voluntarily can be seen as a devaluation of 

the high value of human life that affects everyone. 

Someone might respond that even granting the intrinsic 

value of life, we should still have the right to end it. This is 

because our life is our own creation. When we can no longer live 

the kind of life we wish, we should have the right to end it. The 

very value of life allows us to end it when we believe that 

continued living would devalue it. However, this line of 

reasoning assumes a quality of life ethic as opposed to a sanctity 

of life ethic. Under a sanctity of life ethic, suicide and euthanasia 

should not be allowed because life is too valuable to be let go no 

matter what the person concerned feels about it. If “life itself is 

inalienable ... then it will be a duty to keep on living as long as 

possible ... [life] cannot be given up even if the person concerned 

does not value it.”37 

How one understands the right to life directly affects one’s 

view of the voluntary ending of life. If the quality of life ethic is 

valid and our life is considered our property held absolutely, 

then we have the right not only to do what we wish with our life, 

but also to dispose of our life if we so choose, either by our 

                                                 
37 Chetwynd, “Right to Life,” 181. 
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direct act or with the help of others.38 The biblical worldview, 

however, rules out the quality of life ethic and upholds the 

sanctity of life ethic. The quality of life ethic suffers the same 

flaws as the developmental view of personhood dealt with 

earlier. Instead of viewing human life as having intrinsic value, 

the quality of life ethic seeks to base the value of life on other 

things. This is stipulative. We are merely stipulating what 

counts as the value of life. This is also arbitrary. Anything 

whatsoever could be designated as the basis for life’s value. 

Thus the quality of life ethic falls to the slippery slope charge. 

Nothing could prevent the quality of life ethic from being used 

to take away the right to life from entire groups of people, such 

as the mentally or physically handicapped and the elderly.39 

                                                 
38 Theological liberals fall into the same trap, even using Scripture 

to support their quality of life ethic. Ordained United Methodist 

clergywoman Joretta L. Marshall, responding to an elderly couple’s 

joint suicide to spare themselves from suffering and to preserve their 

wealth for United Church of Christ organizations, says this: “It seems 

more appropriate to focus on the quality of the lives the Browns 

perceive they will experience, should they remain alive. The Browns 

are suggesting that the quality of their lives will diminish significantly, 

causing them not to experience the ‘abundant life’ promised in the 

gospel. Existence in and of itself does not mark the abundance of God’s 

promise. The quality of living is as significant as the notion that God 

entrusts human beings to be responsible agents in making choices 

about their lives” (“A Couple’s Joint Suicide,” in How Shall We Die? ed. 

Sally B. Geis and Donald E. Messer [Nashville: Abingdon, 1997], 131). 

The “abundant life” according to John 10:10 is not one free of pain and 

suffering, old age, financial hardship, or other problems. Jesus’ point in 

the context is this: “There is only one means of receiving eternal life ... 

only one fount of spiritual nourishment, only one basis for spiritual 

security—Jesus alone” (D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John 

[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991], 385). 

 
39 The danger of the quality of life ethic is that the standards the 

individual “uses to measure human worth are his standards based on 

what he considers important and ‘relevant.’ And therein lies the heart 

of the problem. Subjective notions of human worth, in the end, are 

about raw power and who gets to do the judging. In our not-so-distant 

past, for example, decisions denigrating the moral worth of a subset of 
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THE RIGHT TO DEATH 

 
As the previous section makes clear, whether we feel we can 

link a right to death to a right to life depends on how we define a 

right to life to begin with. Those who hold the quality of life 

ethic and view the right to life as similar to property held 

absolutely believe that we all have an absolute right to do with 

our lives whatever we wish. We can live our lives however we 

please (as long as we are not hurting anyone else), and we can 

dispose of our lives if we so choose. If we have an absolute right 

to life, then we have a corresponding absolute right to death. We 

can decide when and why we would end our life if we choose to 

do so.40 

This is the way today’s vocal proponents of euthanasia 

understand the right to death. Ludwig Minelli, Swiss human-

rights lawyer, euthanasia advocate, and founder of Dignitas 

clinic in Zurich to offer assisted suicide, believes that the right to 

take one’s life is absolute and “without conditions. ... A human 

right is without any conditions except capacity.”41 Elsewhere 

Minelli describes the right to death this way: “It’s a right, a 

human right, without condition except capacity of discernment. 

... I have a totally different attitude to suicide. I say suicide is a 

                                                                                                      
people, specifically blacks, were made to justify their oppression and 

exploitation. The quality-of-life ethic is no different—only the ‘relevant 

characteristics’ have changed, not the wrongness of the approach. 

Quality of life, as a moral measure, strips worth and dignity from 

people based on health or disability, just as surely as racism does 

based on skin pigmentation, hair texture, or facial characteristics” 

(Wesley J. Smith, Culture of Death [San Francisco: Encounter Books, 

2000], 28; emphasis original). 

 
40 “A consideration of the right to die carries with it the 

implication of the right of how to die” (Koop, The Right to Live; The 

Right to Die, 85; emphasis original). 

 
41 Lopez, “Death Doctors.” For information on Dignitas see 

<http://www.dignitas.ch/index.php?id=117&Itemid=166&option=co

m_content&task=view> (accessed 23 February 2011). 
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marvelous possibility given to a human being.”42 Australian 

euthanasia proponent Philip Nitschke, founder of Exit 

International, a voluntary euthanasia and assisted suicide 

information and advocacy organization, believes that all people, 

including “the depressed, the elderly bereaved, the troubled 

teen,” should have the right to take their life and have the means 

available to do so.43 Peter Singer, professor of bioethics at 

Princeton University and advocate of abortion, infanticide, 

suicide, and euthanasia, believes we should “respect the right of 

autonomous, competent people to choose when to live and 

when to die.”44 

The logic of these right to death proponents is clear. The 

right to death corresponds directly to the right to life. The right 

to life is absolute in the sense that we are free to order our lives 

as we wish. Since this is the case, we also have a corresponding 

absolute right to death in the sense that we are free to end our 

lives as we wish. 

This logic is based on a quality of life ethic. As already 

stated, the problems with the quality of life ethic is that it is 

stipulative, arbitrary, and suffers the slippery slope charge. Here 

I will add a further way to criticize the quality of life ethic and 

the right to death that looks to it for support. This is the wedge 

argument. Similar to the slippery slope, the wedge argument 

                                                 
42 <http://www.telegraph.co.uk/health/healthnews/5094292/ 

Assisted-suicide-a-marvellous-possibility-says-Dignitas-founder-

Ludwig-Minelli.html> (accessed 21 February 2011). 

 
43 Lopez, “Death Doctors.” To learn about Exit International see 

<http://www.exitinternational.net/page/AboutUs> (accessed 23 

February 2011). 

 
44 Peter Singer, “The Sanctity of Life,” Foreign Policy, August 30, 

2005, <http://www.utilitarian.net/singer/by/200509--.htm> (access- 

ed 23 February 2011). 
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warns against opening the door even to the most innocuous 

cases of euthanasia. Nazi Germany started with mercy killing in 

limited cases to end suffering and ended up committing 

genocide. According to the wedge argument once we open the 

door to euthanasia, we become more comfortable with the 

taking of life and accustom ourselves to ever more inhumane 

and unwarranted forms of killing.45 

The wedge argument does not have to predict that certain 

practices will follow from others (this is often a criticism of the 

slippery slope argument). Rather, the key to a wedge argument 

is the logic of moral justification for actions. Right to die 

proponents might want to limit the category of those qualifying 

for euthanasia, but once it is decided that certain people are to 

die, it is difficult to find any logical grounds for keeping other 

people alive. The wedge argument reveals that there is no 

logical reason why the range of euthanasia cases should be 

restricted at all.46 

Jay Lucas presents a masterful example of the wedge 

argument, revealing a deeper flaw behind the quality of life ethic 

that underlies the claim for the right to die. Lucas describes a 

hypothetical conversation between a Christian public high 

school student, Courtney, and her teacher, Ms. Smith, who is 

leading the class in a values clarification exercise. There has 

been a shipwreck, sixteen people are adrift in a lifeboat, but 

there is only space and sustenance for eight. Each student, as 

captain and one of the survivors, must choose which of the other 

people should live based on information about each of them. 

Courtney does not want to do the exercise, but Ms. Smith insists. 

So Courtney says she wants to kill all fifteen. When the teacher 

objects that this is wrong, the student wants to know why, 

concluding, 

 

                                                 
45 Feinberg and Feinberg, Ethics for a Brave New World, 115. 

 
46 Arthur Dyck, “Beneficent Euthanasia and Benemortasia: 

Alternative Views of Mercy,” in Death, Dying and Euthanasia, ed. 

Dennis Horan and David Mall (Frederick, MD: University Publications 

of America, 1980), 351–52; cited in ibid. 
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The point, Ms. Smith, is that you are illogical, and you are not 

promoting critical thinking but confused thinking. This exercise 

calls for relativism, and yet when I take the liberty to carry it 

further than you want, you start appealing to absolutes. That is a 

contradiction. To make things worse, you can’t justify your 

absolutes. This seems to be tyranny, not open-mindedness. You 

have opened what my dad calls a logical can of worms. You accept 

the legitimacy of killing eight  people who are not as valuable as 

the rest. You have no absolute standards, you rely on your own 

reason, and you ask us to do the same. A verse in the Bible says, 

“There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of 

death.” If you want to talk about the real world, Ms. Smith, what 

would you say if I told you I have a real gun in my desk and I want 

to use it to shoot you because a substitute teacher will give me a 

higher grade? Would you still be sure you want to live  in a relativ- 

istic world?47 

 
As Lucas points out, the teacher’s worldview is flawed 

because relativism cannot be used consistently without falling 

into nihilism and anarchy.48 The exercise assumes relativism, 

according to which there are no universal moral absolutes. 

Courtney took the relativism that Ms. Smith was promoting and 

used it against her, revealing that Ms. Smith had no ultimate 

standard by which to judge the value of human life. The 

standards of the relativist are exposed for what they really are: 

arbitrary and subjective.49 It is easy to see how this applies to 

the euthanasia debate. Proponents of euthanasia claim a right to 

die based on a quality of life ethic rooted in moral relativism. 

Relativism, however, is unsustainable in the real world unless 

                                                 
47 Jay Lucas, Ask Them Why (Schaumburg, IL: RBP, 2007), 164. 

 
48 The famous German atheist Friedrich Nietzsche is the father of 

nihilism (nothingness-ism). He declared God to be dead, and all 

objective values with Him. Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky 

observed correctly that if God is dead, then anything goes (Geisler, 

Christian Ethics, 32–33). Anarchy (without rule) results if there are no 

laws binding on all people. Without absolutes, to borrow the biblical 

phrase, everyone can do what is right in his own eyes (ibid., 220). 

 
49 Lucas, Ask Them Why, 165–66. 
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one is willing to end in nihilism and anarchy. If I have a right to 

kill myself, what stops me from claiming a right to kill you? 

Relativism when pressed collapses in self-contradiction and is 

thus self-refuting and false.50 

 

CONCLUSION 

 
There is no right to death as claimed by many proponents of 

euthanasia and suicide. The claim is flawed because it rests on 

an untenable definition of the right to life. The right to life, 

which has been the foundation of Western civilization and is 

derived from the Judeo-Christian worldview, is the right of 

every living person to live against those who would threaten or 

take that life. This right is based on a sanctity of life ethic, which 

upholds the value of human life as God its creator has declared 

it. The claim for a right to death rests on a quality of life ethic, 

which is subjective and arbitrary because it is based on a 

relativistic worldview. This worldview is unsustainable in the 

real world and collapses into self-contradiction when pressed. 

Therefore, the so-called right to death is a false right because it 

rests ultimately on the false foundation of relativism. 

 

                                                 
50 See a concise explanation of why relativism is self-refuting at 

<http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/relativism/#5.9> (accessed 23 

February 2011). The same can be said of the utilitarian philosophy of 

Peter Singer and others, for utilitarianism is just another form of 

relativism (see Geisler, Christian Ethics, 31). John R. Ling asserts 

correctly, “Modern euthanasia has its origins firmly planted in the 

utilitarian worldview of human life. A ‘life not worthy to be lived’ is its 

benchmark. A lack of ‘productivity’ and ‘usefulness’ are its 

touchstones. ‘Patient autonomy’ is its yardstick” (Responding to the 

Culture of Death [Surrey, U.K.: Day One Publications, 2001], 56). 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 The church at Ephesus was established by Paul and his 

mission team on his second and third missionary journeys from 

AD 52–57. Acts 18:18–20:38 records the intense spiritual 

warfare that took place in order for Paul and his team to plant 

the church successfully. This article examines the spiritual war 

for Ephesus. Gentile religious cults flourished in Ephesus. The 

city of Ephesus, like many cities in the Roman Empire during 

Paul’s time, was known for its idolatry. The Gentiles honored the 

Roman emperor and worshipped many Greek gods and 

goddesses. They practiced Egyptian cults and magic in the city 

and worshipped Artemis at the Artemision in Ephesus. The Jews 

met for worship in synagogues in Ephesus. Evidence will be 

presented to show that there was possible racial tension in the 

city of Ephesus between Jews and Gentiles. This racial tension 

possibly influenced the church in Ephesus and caused concern 

for Paul when he wrote the epistle to the Ephesians. The rest of 

the article gives an exposition of Acts 18:18–20:38 showing how 

Paul and his team established the church at Ephesus. The 

theological themes in Paul's final message to the Ephesian 

elders at Miletus (Acts 20:17–38) are related to the biblical 

theology of Ephesians. 

 
THE CITY OF EPHESUS 

 

The Importance of Ephesus  

 
The city of Ephesus was probably the fourth greatest city in 

the Roman empire after Rome, Alexandria, and Syrian Antioch, 

Ephesus having a population of about 250,000 during the first 
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century.1 In AD 20 Strabo wrote that Ephesus “grows daily, and 

is the largest city in Asia this side of the Taurus.”2 The city of 

Ephesus received the prized title “the first and greatest 

metropolis of Asia”, a title it used in inscriptions of this period.3  

 
Location Of Ephesus 

 
The city of Ephesus was located on the west coast of the 

Roman province of Asia (western Turkey). It was just south of 

the Cayster River near the Aegean Sea just opposite the island of 

Samos. Ephesus was positioned between two mountains: Mount 

Pion and Mount Koressos. Ephesus was a major commercial city 

as it lay on the intersection of two ancient roads, a coastal road 

that ran north through Smyrna and Pergamum to Troas and the 

western road that led to Colosse, Hierapolis, Laodicea, and the 

regions of Phrygia. Ephesus is listed first in the cities of Asia in 

Revelation 2–3.4 

 

 

                                                 
1 Edwin Yamauchi, The Archaeology of New Testament Cities in 

Western Asia Minor (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), 79. 
 

2 Strabo, Geography 14.1.24. 

 
3 Paul Trebilco, The Early Christians in Ephesus from Paul to 

Ignatius (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 14. 

 
4 Ephesus is listed first in the list of seven cities of the Roman 

province of Asia. Beginning with Ephesus a Roman road connected 

Ephesus to Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and 

Laodicea in a geographical semicircle extending northward, then 

turning east, and finally turning south. Since Ephesus was situated on a 

harbor of the Aegean Sea, it was a major trading center for the 

distribution of goods between the eastern and western sections of the 

Roman Empire. 
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History Of Ephesus 

 

The city of Ephesus was established in 1044 BC by some 

Greeks led by Androclus.5 Ephesus was one of the twelve cities 

in the Ionian Confederation. In 560 BC the Lydians led by King 

Croesus defeated Ephesus and dedicated the city to Artemis.6 In 

546 BC Persians led by King Cyrus conquered Ephesus. In 478 

BC Xerxes, returning from his failure in Greece, honored Artemis 

of Ephesus and left his children for safety.  

Ephesus sided with Sparta against Athens in the Second 

Peloponnesian War (412 BC). In 333 BC Alexander the Great7 

and the Greeks took Ephesus. After the death of Alexander the 

Great, Lysimachus, one of Alexander’s generals, received Asia 

                                                 
5 Strabo, Geography 14.1.4, 21. 

 
6 Herodotus, The Histories 1.26. During the battle with Croesus the 

Ionians committed their city to Artemis and symbolically joined the 

walls to the temple by means of a cord. 

 
7 Alexander the Great was born in 356 B.C., taught by Aristotle, 

and inspired by Achilles, one of the warriors in the Iliad. Alexander has 

been considered the greatest military ruler in history. In only 13 years 

(336-323 BC) he conquered the vast Persian Empire. His rule extended 

from Greece to India. He defeated the Persians at the Granicus River. 

This enabled the Greeks to push eastward. He defeated the Persian 

king Darius at the battle of Issus in 333 BC. He then took Phoenecia, 

Israel, and Egypt (cf. Daniel 8). Alexander then defeated King Darius of 

Persia at Arbela. This decisive battle enabled Alexander to advance 

into Persia and go to India. He then led his army into Babylon and 

Persia, as far as India. Alexander died in Babylon on his return trip. 
Alexander’s main contribution was the introduction of Greek culture 

and language around the world. Koine Greek was the language of the 

common man from 300 BC to AD 300. God chose this Greek language 

to be the language to communicate his truth (the NT). The apostles on 

their missionary journeys could communicate the gospel easily 

because people knew Greek. It aided in the spread of the gospel (Craig 

Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels [Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman, 

1997], 11–13). 
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Minor8 and ruled over Ephesus. Lysimachus made a treaty with 

Ptolemy in Egypt, and this treaty led to the Egyptian influence 

on Ephesus in the area of magic and religion. 

In 281 BC Seleucus I defeated Lysimachus and Ephesus 

came under the control of the Seleucid rulers. In 188 BC the 

Romans defeated Antiochus the Great at the battle of Magnesia. 

King Eumenes II of Pergamum assisted the Romans and 

Pergamum was given control of Ephesus.9  

In 133 BC Attalus III (Philadelphus), king of Pergamum, at 

his death, gave the city of Ephesus to the Romans. As a result, 

the Romans made Pergamum the capital of Asia.10 With the help 

of Mithridates of Pontus, Ephesus rebelled against Rome in 88 

BC and slaughtered the Romans in the precincts of the temple of 

Artemis.11 The rebellion was crushed by Roman General Sulla in 

84 BC. Trebilco writes,  

 
Ephesus was deprived of its freedom in 84 BCE by Sulla after he 

had defeated Mithridates and the city did not regain its freedom 

until c. 47 BCE. The fine imposed on the province by Sulla, in 

which Ephesus shared, the depredations of tax collectors, and the 

disruption to trade caused by pirates in the eastern Mediterranean 

                                                 
8 From 323–301 BC there was a power struggle between 

Alexander’s four generals. This is known as the period of the Diadochi, 

Greek for “successors” (Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels, 13). The Greek 

Empire was divided into four realms (cf. Dan 8:8; 11:3–4). Seleucus 

ruled northern Syria and Babylon. Cassander ruled Macedonia and 

Greece. Ptolemy Lagi ruled southern Syria and Egypt. Lysimachus 

ruled Thrace and western Asia Minor (Robert Gromacki, New 

Testament Survey [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1974], 8). 

 
9 Livy, History of Rome 37.36–45. 

 
10 G. L. Borchert, “Ephesus,” in ISBE (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1982), 2:116. 

 
11 Mithridates made Ephesus his headquarters, and he ordered 

that all Romans living in Asia should be killed. The Ephesians “tore 

away the fugitives, who had taken refuge in the temple of Artemis, and 

were clasping the images of the goddess, and slew them” (Appian, 

Mithridates 23).  



 The Spiritual War for Ephesus  81 

must have greatly affected Ephesus' economy at this time. During 

his rule Julius Caesar twice saved the money deposited at the 

temple of Artemis from being seized. After the defeat of Brutus 

and Cassius, Antony was enthusiastically received in Ephesus in 

41 BCE and he and Cleopatra spent the winter of 33/32 BCE in the 

city, which became a temporary centre of resistance to Octavian. 

After Octavian's victory at Actium in 31 BCE, Ephesus seems to 

have remained at least nominally free.12 

 
Although Ephesus twice chose the losing side in the Roman civil 

wars and although it was opposed by Pergamum and Smyrna, 

Ephesus became the capital of the Roman province of Asia in 

place of Pergamum under Caesar Augustus.13  

 
GENTILE RELIGIOUS CULTS IN EPHESUS 

 
 Several Gentile religious cults affected the city of Ephesus. 

Since the Gentiles did not know and worship the true God, they 

turned to idolatry (cf. Rom 1:18–32). They worshipped the 

Roman emperor, honored the Greek gods and goddesses, turned 

to magic, honored local heroes, and worshipped Artemis, the 

major goddess of the city. Immorality was associated with the 

worship of these idols. Paul wrote to the Ephesian Christians 

                                                 
12 Trebilco, Early Christians in Ephesus, 13. 

 
13 Caesar Augustus was originally called Octavian. He was the 

nephew of Julius Caesar. He fought with Mark Antony for power of 

Rome and defeated Antony at the battle of Actium in 31 BC. Mark 

Antony committed suicide a short time afterward. Caesar Augustus 

was emperor when Jesus was born. He ordered that everyone go to 

their hometown to register to be taxed, and this act led Joseph and 

Mary to leave Nazareth and go to Bethlehem, where Jesus was born 

(Luke 2:1). Caesar Augustus divided conquered territories into 

provinces that were ruled by proconsuls and procurators. Proconsuls 

ruled the passive provinces like Asia (Acts 19:38); procurators were 

Roman governors who ruled the problem provinces like Judea 

(Gromacki, New Testament Survey, 14–16). 
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and warned them about being partakers with the Gentiles in 

their sinful practices (Eph 4:17–24; 5:3–14).  

 

The Roman Emperor Cult 

 

Ephesus flourished under the reign of the Roman emperors 

and was a center of the Roman emperor cult. Caesar Augustus 

established a cult for Rome and Julius Caesar (Divus Julius) in 

Ephesus in 29 BC.14 Some of the honors associated with the cult 

included making sacrifices to the emperor, erecting statues in 

temples, instituting games in honor of the emperor, and naming 

months of the year in his honor.15 A statue of Julius Caesar has 

been found at Ephesus. A sanctuary dedicated to Rome and 

emperor Julius Caesar was enclosed within the precincts of the 

Artemision.16 The triple gate which led from the commercial 

agora to the Library of Celsus was dedicated by two freedmen of 

Agrippa, Mazaeus and Mithridates, in 4 BC to honor Augustus, 

                                                 
14 “While the imperial cult in the Greek East focused on the living 

ruler, in the Roman West the emphasis was on the worship of deified 

deceased emperors. The posthumous deification of Julius Caesar in 42 

B.C., in a law accepted in the Senate (Plutarch, Caesar 67.4), was a 

maneuver of his adopted son and successor Octavian to legitimate his 

rule with the title divi filius (“son of the god [Julius]”). Thus began the 

long tradition of the postmortem deification, or apotheosis, of deceased 

emperors, ritualized in the rite of consecratio” (D. E. Aune, “Emperors, 

Roman,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, ed. Gerald Hawthorne 

and Ralph Martin (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity P, 1993), 235). 

 
15 Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 198. 

 
16 The temple of Dea Roma and Divus Iulius is located in the 

western portion of the open area of the State Agora. Citing Dio Cassius, 

History 51.20.6, Peter Scherrer believes that “this is the temple that 

Octavian dedicated to the conventus civium Romanorum (“assembly of 

the Roman citizens”) for Divus Julius and Dea Roma in 29 BC, when 

Ephesus became the capital of Asia (Peter Scherrer, “The City of 

Ephesos,” in Ephesos: Metropolis of Asia, ed. Helmut Koester [Valley 

Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1995], 4). 
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Agrippa, Livia, and Julia.17 The basilica was a place where the 

merchants engaged in commerce and the bankers changed 

money. The capitals of the columns of the basilica are in the 

Ionic order and were built during the reign of Emperor 

Augustus in the shape of bull heads. The statues of Roman 

emperor Augustus and his wife Livia were found here and are 

exhibited in the Ephesus museum.18 The state agora19 and the 

commercial agora were also built at this time. The commercial 

agora (marketplace) was built in the Hellenistic period and was 

renovated by emperors Augustus and Nero. It was 360 square 

feet, surrounded by shops and double aisled stoas. This was the 

biggest trade center of the city. In this agora, the goods from the 

ships and the trade caravans exchanged hands. It was probably 

here that Demetrius and the other silversmiths crafted and sold 

their silver shrines of Artemis. These men caused a riot over 

their loss of trade as a result of the success of Paul's ministry in 

Ephesus (Acts 19:23–28). The apostle Paul may have had a tent 

                                                 
17 The gate of Mazaeus and Mithridates located to the right of the 

Celsus Library has three passage ways and was built in AD 40 by the 
slaves Mazaeus and Mithridates for their emperor Augustus who gave 

them their freedom. An inscription states, “From the Emperor Caesar 

Augustus, the son of the god, the greatest of the priests, who was 

consul twelve and tribune twenty times; and the wife of August Livia; 

the son of Lucas, Marc Agrippa who was consul three times, Emperor, 

and tribune six times; and the daughter of Julio Caesar Augustus, 

Mazeus and Mithridates to their master and the people” 

<http://www.ephesus.us/ephesus/gateofmazeus.htm> (accessed 8 

May 2011). 

 
18 Huseyin Cimrin, Ancient Ephesus: The Metropolis of the Ancient 

Age (Izmir: Guney Books, 1997), 9. 

 
19 The state agora was built during the reigns of Roman Emperors 

Augustus and Claudius during the first century AD. Its length is 160 

meters and its width is 73 meters. The religious and state meetings 

were held here in and the square area was surrounded with the offices 

of the various state officers of the city. A few remains of the Temple to 

Isis (an Egyptian god) are in the middle of the state agora (ibid., 10). 
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shop in this agora since he worked with his hands at tent-

making during his three years in Ephesus (Acts 20:34). He may 

have presented the gospel to those who came to shop. 
 

Greek Cults in Ephesus 

 

When the Greeks settled in Ephesus, they brought with them 

their Greek pantheon of gods and goddesses. Many of the Greek 

gods were personifications of activities and forces important to 

Greek life: the ocean, home, warfare, hunting, and love. The 

Romans adopted most of the Greek gods and called them by 

other names.  

Zeus (Roman Jupiter) was regarded as the ruler of the gods, 

but not the creator of the world. The city clerk of Ephesus 

referred to Zeus when he said that “the city of the Ephesians is 

temple guardian of the great goddess Diana, and of the image 

which fell down from Zeus” (Acts 19:35b). The Zeus cult in 

Ephesus stems from the 5th century BC. A temple to Zeus was on 

the mount Panayirdag outside of Ephesus. Ephesus also 

possessed a temple to Zeus which was located near the 

Magnesian gate.20 

Aphrodite (Roman Venus) was the goddess of love and 

beauty and was identified as the mythological mother of Julius 

Caesar. The council of Ephesus honored Julius Caesar by stating 

that he was “the God Manifest, born of Ares and Aphrodite.”21 

Polyaenus refers to a shrine of Aphrodite in Ephesus.22 

Apollo was the Greek god of poetry, music, and archery and 

was the brother of Artemis in Greek mythology. Apollo's 

impression has been preserved on some coins discovered in 

Ephesus.23  

                                                 
20 Pausanias, Guide to Greece 7.2.9.  

 
21 S. Weinstock, Divus Julius (Oxford: Clarendon P, 1971), 84. 

 
22 Polyaenus, Strategemata 5.18.  

 
23 Richard Oster, “Ephesus as a Religious Center Under the 

Principate,” ANRW II 18.3, 1669. 
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The worship of Asclepius was tied to the art and practice of 

medicine and healing in Ephesus. The professional academy of 

these devotees was known as τὸ Μουσεῖον which still needs to 

be discovered. A small stone monument from the early 
Hellenistic period contains the short reference Ἀσκληπιο ἱερον. 

The names of priests of Asclepius at Ephesus have been 

discovered.24  

Athena (Roman Minerva) was the goddess of wisdom, arts, 

and war. Athenaeus mentions her temple located on Mount Pion 
near Ephesus.25 Strabo refers to τὸ Ἀθήναιον which in his day 

was located outside the city.26 Some Ephesian coins bear the 

image of the temple of Athena.27  

Demeter (Roman Ceres) was the goddess of agriculture. A 
group of people who worshipped Demeter were known as οἱ 
πρὸ πόλεως Δημητριασταί, a title which appears in a resolution 

from AD 19–23.28 A ceremonial highpoint in the mysteries of 

Demeter was the bearing of sacred baskets.29 Also indicative of 

the importance of Demeter was the care of her statue and shrine 

in the prytaneion.30  

The goddess Hestia (Roman Vesta) was the ancient Greek 

goddess of hearth and home. She supposedly dwelt in the flames 

of every altar and fireplace. She was viewed as the protector of 

the home. She was worshipped within the prytaneion.31 

                                                 
24 Ibid., 1670. 

 
25 Athenaeus, Deipn. 8.361e. 

 
26 Strabo, Geography 14.1.4. 

 
27 Oster, “Ephesus as a Religious Center,” 1671. 

 
28 Ibid., 1672. 

 
29 Ibid. 

 
30 Ibid., 1673. 

 
31 Directly across the State Agora was the prytaneion (town hall). 

Much of the city's political business was conducted in this building. 
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Dionysus (Roman Bacchus) was the god of wine, agriculture, 

and fertility of nature. According to one myth Dionysus was the 

son of the god Zeus and the mortal woman Semele (daughter of 

Cadmus of Themes). Plutarch observed that the Ephesians 

worshipped Dionysus. When Antony entered the city of 

Ephesus, Plutarch observed that “women arrayed like 

bacchanals, and men and boys like satyrs and pans led the way 

before him and the city was full of ivy and harps and pipes and 

flutes, the people hailing him as Dionysus, giver of joy and 

beneficent.”32 

In Ephesians 5:18 Paul wrote, “And do not be drunk with 

wine, in which is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit.” Why 

does Paul contrast drunkenness with the filling of the Spirit? 

Rogers observes that “the wild, drunken practices connected 

with the worship of Dionysus or Bacchus, the god of wine, form 

the general cultural background for Paul's two commands in 

Ephesians 5:18.”33 Rogers writes, 

                                                                                                      
The prytaneion was dedicated to the goddess Hestia and contained the 

sacred flame of the city – that was never allowed to go out. It was 

symbolic of the stability of the city. McRae writes, “Along with the 

sanctuary of Hestia Boulaia and the state apartments, the prytaneion 

was the center for religious and political life. Three statues of Ephesian 

Artemis found in the prytaneion now reside in the museums of Selyuk 

and Izmir in Turkey. Various banquets, ceremonies, and receptions 

were held in the complex. It also housed the city’s state clerk, the 
γραμματεὺς. Several inscriptions found in the city refer to this office, 

one identifying Laberius Amoenus as ‘the clerk or secretary of the 

people.’ The state clerk of Ephesus came from his headquarters in the 

prytaneion to the theatre on its north side to placate the mob that was 

protesting the work of Paul (Acts 19:35–41)” (John McRae, 

Archaeology and the New Testament [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1991], 254–

55). 

 
32 Plutarch, Lives 24.3. 

 
33 Cleon L. Rogers Jr., “The Dionysian Background of Ephesians 

5:18,” BSac 146 (July-Sept.1979): 249. The evil spirits impacted the 

Ephesians as they struggled with drunkenness and other diseases that 

came as a result of drinking alcohol. The apostle Paul’s handkerchiefs 

and aprons were taken to the sick and “the diseases left them and the 
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It would seem that the cult of Dionysus was so widespread and 

common that anything having to do with grapes, wine, ivy, or any 

other Dionysian motif was at once connected to Dionysus and his 

worship. Many pagans even accused the Jews of worshiping 

Dionysus, simply because certain things in Judaism appeared to 

have Dionysian motifs. To talk of wine and drinking immediately 

brought Dionysian expressions in the conversation, and to live a 

riotous, wanton, debauched, drunken life was characterized as a 

Dionysian mode of life. The cult was so widespread that it was 

part of common everyday life in the ancient world.34 
 

The apostle Paul warned the Ephesian Christians about 

sexual immorality in Ephesians 4:17–24 and 5:1–14. Sexual 

immorality was associated with the worship of Dionysus. 

Rogers writes,  

 
The festivals celebrated in honor of Dionysus varied from place to 

place, but it seems that one common feature was the emphasis on 

fertility and sex. The emphasis on the phallus (the male sex organ) 

in the so called “Phallus Procession” along with such things as “the 

Phallus Song,” certainly indicate the lewd debauchery connected 

with this worship. The significance was evidently to please 

Bacchus so that he would grant fertility. Another feature of the 

festivals was the wild, frenzied dancing and uncontrolled ravings, 

in connection with wine drinking and the music of flutes, cymbals, 

drums or tambourines. Along with the was the mountain dancing 

of the women, which sometimes took place in the dead of winter, 

and the devouring of raw flesh of animals. The purpose of the 

intoxication by wine and also the chewing of ivy, as well as the 

eating of raw animal flesh, was to have Dionysus enter the body of 

the worshiper and fill him with “enthusiasm” or the spirit of the 

god. Dionysus was to possess and control such ones so that they 

were united with him and partook of his strength, wisdom and 

                                                                                                      
evil spirits went out” (Acts 19:12). Paul apparently exorcized demons 

in the name of the Lord Jesus (Acts 19:13). When seven sons of Sceva 

tried to exorcise demons from a man in the name of Jesus, the demon- 

possessed man leaped on them, overpowered them, and prevailed 

against them (Acts 19:14–17). 

 
34 Ibid., 253. 
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abilities. This resulted in the person doing the will of the deity 

(either willingly or unwillingly) and having the ability to speak 

inspired prophecy, and was often thought to be the source of 

artistic or poetical ability.35 

 
Magic in Ephesus 

 
Metzger observes that magic was practiced in Ephesus: “Of 

all ancient Graeco-Roman cities, Ephesus, the third largest city 

in the Empire, was by far the most hospitable to magicians, 

sorcerers, and charlatans of all sorts.”36 Arnold points out that 

the “Ephesian Letters” contained written magical spells which 

were well known: 

 
The reputation of Ephesus as a magical center may partly be 

derived from the fame of the proverbial “Ephesian Letters” 

(Ἐφέσια γράμματα). These “letters” constituted written magical 

spells and are well attested in the literature. The genuine Ephesia 

Grammata amounted to six magical terms specifically named as 

ἀσκιον, κατάσκιον, λίξ, τετράξ, δαμναμενεύς, and αἰσια by 

Clement of Alexandria and Hesychius. The first mention of these 

Ephesian Letters occurs as early as the fourth century B.C. in a 

Cretan tablet. The letters (or names) seem to be laden with power 

in the warding off of evil demons. They could be used either as 

written amulets or spoken charms. Anaxilas makes reference to 

those wearing fine Ephesian charms in little sewed bags. The 

words were also used in superstitious ways to provide help on 

special occasions. For example, the Suda and Eustathius give an 

account of an Ephesian wrestler who competed in Olympia 

wearing the Ephesia Grammata on his ankles. He repeatedly 

defeated his Milesian opponent until the “letters” were discovered 

and removed. The Milesian then easily won three successive 

victories. The same sources also report that the Lydian king 

Croesus is said to have saved himself from the funeral pyre by 

using the Ephesia Grammata. Menander records an instance of the 

Ephesia Grammata being used as “evil–averting spells” for the 

                                                 
35 Ibid., 254–55. 

 
36 B. M. Metzger, “St. Paul and the Magicians,” PSB 38 (1944): 27. 
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benefit of those who were getting married. On this occasion 

someone would walk around and around the couple repeating the 

magical names. The bearer or speaker of these words was clearly 

believed to have personal access to supernatural powers.37 

 
The primary source for our knowledge of how magic was 

practiced comes from a collection of papyri discovered in Egypt. 

C. E. Arnold writes, 

 
In the Roman era, magic was a set of rituals and practices that 

enabled people to coerce the gods and spirit powers to accomplish 

whatever they might ask. Fundamental to magic is an animistic 

worldview. Spirits are everywhere and involved in everything. 

Spirit beings are associated with the sun, moon, stars and planets; 

they populate the underworld; they are involved with animal life, 

plants and the elements. The magical papyri ostensibly provide 

the directions for managing the spirit realm as it touches on every 

facet of daily life.38  

 
The Magical Papyri should not be dismissed because (1) a 

number of these documents can be dated to the first century AD; 

(2) magic existed and was practiced for centuries leading up to 

the time of Jesus and the apostles. There are numerous 

references to magical practices in a variety of literary sources. 

The existence of magical scrolls in the first century is 

corroborated in part by Suetonius, who says that Augustus 

ordered two thousand magical scrolls to be burned in 13 BC39 In 

the mid-first century, Pliny complained that “the fraudulent art 

has held sway throughout the world for many ages”40; (3) many 

                                                 
37 Clinton Arnold, Ephesians: Power and Magic (Cambridge: 

Cambridge U P, 1989), 15–16. 

 
38 C. E. Arnold, “Magical Papyri,” in Dictionary of New Testament 

Background , ed. Craig A. Evans and Stanley E. Porter (Downers Grove, 

IL: InterVarsity P, 2000), 668. 
 

39 Suetonius, Augustus 31.1. 

 
40 Pliny, Natural History 30.1.2. 
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of the magical papyri are recipes for the creation of amulets and 

curse tablets. Archaeologists have unearthed many dating as 

early as the fifth century BC; and (4) magicians prided 

themselves on the antiquity of the traditions they used. G. Luck 

wrote, “They reflect much older ideas, and the doctrines and 

techniques they embody were probably developed in the late 

Hellenistic period. Many are considered to be copies of 

copies.”41  

The magical papyri illustrate the kind of texts that were 

burned by the Ephesian believers (Acts 19:19). Some converts 

to Christianity struggled with giving up their practice of magic. 

When they learned of the incident of the demon-possessed man 

overpowering the seven sons of Sceva, they became afraid and 

the name of the Lord Jesus was magnified. 

Luke writes, “And many who had believed came confessing 

and telling their deeds. Also, many of those who had practiced 

magic brought their books together and burned them in the 

sight of all. And they counted up the value of them and it totaled 

fifty thousand pieces of silver” (Acts 19:18–19). 

 
The “Hero” Cults in Ephesus 

 
There were “hero” cults in Ephesus as well. Sacrifices were 

offered at the tomb of Androclus, founder of the city of 

Ephesus.42 At the time of Strabo, Andoclus’ children were called 

βασιλεις. The site of his tomb was honored, as it was near the 

Magnesian Gate.43 The myth of the founding of Ephesus is 

depicted on the frieze of Hadrian's temple.44  

                                                 
41 G. Luck, Arcana Mundi (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins U P, 1985), 16. 

 
42 Herodotus, History 6.38. 

 
43 When Androclus died, a mausoleum was built to honor the 

memory of the first king of Ephesus (Pausanias, Guide to Greece 7.2.9). 

 
44 According to Athenaeus, Androclus, the son of Kodros (king of 

Athens), was directed by an oracle of Delphi to start a city where a 

wild boar would run and hide. Androclus was frying some fish and the 
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Apollonius of Tyana was an itinerant philosopher from 

Ephesus. He was esteemed in Ephesus because of his wisdom, 

lifestyle, knowledge, prophetic powers, and therapeutic skills.45 

He saved the city of Ephesus from a devastating plague. He 

supposedly accomplished this by locating the evil demon, 

disguised in the form of an old man, and having the Ephesians 

stone him. He did this in the Ephesian theatre before the statue 

of Hercules. Because this deity aided Apollonius, he built a 

temple in gratitude to Hercules.46  

Pixodarus discovered the marble quarry at Ephesus from 

which the Ephesians took the marble for the construction of the 

temple of Artemis. As a result the city magistrate of Ephesus 

was required to offer sacrifice to him at specific times. His grave 

is located in the vicinity of the marble quarry.47  

P. Servilius Isauricus was a Roman official who presided 

over the Imperial Cult in Ephesus. He was proconsul of Asia 

from 46–44 BC and demonstrated justice and magnanimity in 

the administration of his office. He was praised by Cicero in 

some letters written to him. He received honors from other 

cities in Asia.48  

 
The Worship of Artemis in Ephesus 

 
 Luke wrote in the book of Acts that Artemis was worshipped 

in Ephesus. Demetrius was a silversmith who led a trade union 

of silversmiths in making silver shrines of Artemis (Acts 19:24). 

                                                                                                      
fish flopped out of the pan. This startled a wild boar hiding in the 

bushes. The wild boar began to run. Androclus chased the boar and 

speared it with his javelin. The city of Ephesus was supposedly 

established where he killed the boar (Huseyin Cimrin, Ancient Ephesus, 

28). 

 
45 Philostratus, Vita Apollonius 4.1–4. 

 
46 Oster, “Ephesus as a Religious Center,” 1684–85. 

 
47 Ibid., 1686–87. 

 
48 Ibid. 
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Demetrius viewed Artemis as a “great goddess,” and he believed 

that all Asia and the world worshipped her (Acts 19:27). 

Demetrius blamed Paul for turning people away from the 

worship of Artemis and other gods. He claimed that their trade 

was in danger and that the temple of Artemis would be despised 

and possibly that the statue of Artemis would be destroyed 

(Acts 19:27). As a result, the silversmiths became very angry 

and cried out, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians” (Acts 19:28). 

They led a mob into the Great Theatre, and for two hours they 

cried, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians” (Acts 19:34). The city 

clerk of Ephesus tried to calm the crowd down and told them 

that everyone knew that the city of the Ephesians was the 

“temple guardian”49 of the great goddess Artemis and of the 

image which fell down from Zeus (Acts 19:35). 

 

Artemis 

 
Artemis was a Greek goddess who was viewed as the 

goddess of the hunt and the moon goddess. Her Roman name 

was Diana. The Ephesian Artemis was a fusion between the 

                                                 
49 The term “temple guardian” in the Greek is νεωκόρον, and it 

refers to a special relationship that Ephesus had to Artemis. The 

people of Ephesus were responsible for the administration of the 

temple of Artemis which included regular sacrifices and the 

celebration of festivals in her honor. They were also responsible for 

the propagation of the cult of Artemis around the Roman world. Oster 

notes, “The special neocorate relationship with Artemis was depicted 

on coins minted at Ephesus. A numistic motif frequently used in 

antiquity to depict this type of relationship was employed by the 

Ephesians in the service of proclaiming their tie with Artemis. This 

coin type portrays a woman holding a temple in her out–stretched 

hand. The presence of this motif on Ephesian coins, with the 

personified woman of Ephesus holding the statue or temple of 

Artemis, was yet another way they could boast of this divine bond 

between their city and the Ephesian Artemis” (ibid., 1702). 
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Hellenistic goddess and an indigenous Anatolian mother 

goddess.50  

The statue of Artemis is a stiff upright figure resembling the 

trunk of a tree or a mummy. It is covered with sculptured 

animals and plants, including 24 or more rounded objects on 

her chest. Most believe that they are multiplied breasts and 

symbolize fertility. Some view them as ostrich eggs which also 

were used as symbols of fertility. The crown on her head 

depicted the goddess's protection of the city's fortifications. 

Jeffers writes, “Hellenistic writing about Artemis of Ephesus 

concentrates on her role as savior (Strabo, Geography 14.1.22). 

Among the attributes given her was her ability to rule over 

cosmic powers, symbolized by the zodiacal signs on her statues 

(cf. Eph 1:21; 3:10; 4:8; Col 1:16; 2:8, 15, 20).”51 

In myth, Artemis was the twin sister of the god Apollo. Her 

parents were Zeus and Leto. Impregnated by Zeus, Leto fled 

from Zeus’s jealous wife Hera, and found refuge on the island of 

Delos, in the Aegean Sea. There she gave birth to the twins: 

Apollo and Artemis. They both grew to be skilled archers. With 

their arrows they slew a number of Leto’s enemies. Artemis shot 

the enormous hunter Orion, whose “body” is a constellation in 

the sky. Like Athena and Hestia, Artemis was a virgin goddess. 

                                                 
50 Lesley Adkins and Roy Adkins, “Artemis,” Dictionary of Roman 

Religion (New York: Facts on File, 1996). Everett Ferguson writes, 

“Female deities tended to be identified with one another and the chief 

god of each people was thought of as the same. The blending together 

of the deities of different peoples depended on the transplanting of 

peoples, the Greek opinion that the name of a god is translatable like 

any other word, and the attraction of things foreign to the Greeks. This 

combination of deities was a principle expression of the syncretism of 

the times in which there was considerable borrowing from one cult to 

another, transfer of ideas, and the reinterpretation of older concepts 

into Greek modes of thought, although not to the extent that distinctive 

features were lost” (Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early 

Christianity, 3rd ed. [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003], 161–62).  

 
51 James E. Jeffers, The Greco-Roman World of the New Testament 

Era (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity P, 1999), 268–69. 
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She was said to roam mountain forests and uncultivated lands, 

hunting beasts. Her most famous title mentioned by the poet 

Homer was Potria Theron, “lady of wild animals.”52 

In art she was often shown accompanied by deer, bears, or 

similar beasts and myths told of her retinue of nymphs: female 

creatures. Among her human followers were the Athenian 

prince Hippolytus and the female warriors known as Amazons. 

Two regions that were dear to Artemis were the mountains of 

Crete and Arcadia. In the classical Greek mind, Artemis’s 

virginity probably suggested the sanctity of wilderness places. 

Although she had no children of her own, Artemis was 

concerned with birth and offspring among both animals and 

humans. One of her titles was Kourotrophos (“nurse of youths”). 

Like the goddess Hera, Artemis watched over women in labor. 

They would call on her in their distress, remembering the 

birthing pangs of Leto. Women who died in childbirth, or who 

died suddenly of natural causes, were said to have been killed 

by Artemis’s arrows. 

 The puzzle of why the Greeks would have a virgin fertility 

goddess can perhaps be explained. Artemis may combine two 

different heritages, of which the fertility concept is the older. 

The name Artemis seems not to come from the Greek language, 

and scholars believe that this goddess—like Athena and Hera—

was not originally Greek. Rather, Artemis represents a goddess 

from the non-Greek peoples who inhabited the Aegean region 

before the first Greek invaders arrived at 2100 BC. A goddess of 

mountains and beasts is portrayed on surviving gemstones and 

other artwork of the second millennium BC from Minoan Crete. 

This unnamed goddess is shown walking with a lion and 

standing between rampant lions. She appears to be a deity of 

wilderness abundance. Presumably the conquering Greeks 

appropriated this regal Lady of Animals into their own religion, 

during the second millennium BC, changing her into Zeus’s 

daughter. The origin would explain the Greek Artemis’s ties to 

Crete. Artemis’s virginity could have been an aspect created by 

                                                 
52 David Sacks, “Artemis,” Encyclopedia of the Ancient Greek World 

(New York: Facts on File, 1995). Facts on File, Inc. Ancient History and 

Culture, <www.factsonfile.com> (accessed 10 May 2011). 
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the Greeks, perhaps because the original fertility Artemis had no 

husband in mythology. Certain cults of Artemis emphasized 

fertility over virginity. The Artemis worshipped at Ephesus was 

a mother figure, influenced by the cult of the goddess Cybele, 

from interior Asia Minor. The Ephesian Artemis’s cult statue, of 

which copies survive today, portrayed a crowned goddess with 

at least 20 breasts—very unlike the boyish huntress of mainland 

Greek religion.53  

One month every year was entirely devoted to impressive 

ceremonies in honor of Artemis.54 No work was done during this 

month and there were athletic games at the stadium, plays at 

the theatre, and concert at the Odeon. The people made 

offerings at the sacred grove (Ortygia) that was believed to be 

Artemis’s birthplace. They gave great banquets, sang to the 

accompaniment of flutes and had a time of carnival. Arnold 

provides some details: 

 
Two important festivals were held each year in the city, honoring 

the patroness deity, Artemis Ephesia. The first, called the 

“Artemisia,” was held in the early spring. In addition to sacrifices 

to the goddess, there were many musical, theatrical and athletic 

events. A second festival took place at the end of spring in 

celebration of the nativity of Artemis. One of the highlights of the 

festival was a religious procession through the city. Another 

festival of regional importance was the quadrennial “Ephesia.” 

This fsteival was especially noted for its athletic games. Ephesus 

also hosted the “Common Games of Asia” (koinon Asias) which had 

all the usual athletic events.55  
 

 

 

                                                 
53 Ibid. 

 
54 Pliny, Natural History 35.40. 

 
55 C. E. Arnold, “Ephesus,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, ed. 

Gerald F. Hawthorne and Ralph P. Martin (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity P, 1993), 250. 
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The Artemision 

 

The Artemision, or temple of Artemis, was one of the seven 

wonders of the ancient world.56 The Artemision was situated 

between the two hills of Ayasoluk and Pion and was one of the 

largest buildings of the ancient world. Philo believed “The 

temple of Aremis in Ephesis is the only house of the gods. For 

whoever examines it will believe that the gods exchanged the 

heavenly regions of immortality to have a place upon the 

earth.”57 In contrast with this, Paul described the church as “a 

holy temple in the Lord, in whom you also are being built 

together for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit” (Eph 2:21b–

22). The temple of Artemis was built according to the plans of 

architect Chersiphron from Crete and his son Metagenes during 

the first half of the sixth century BC. It took 120 years to 

complete, and it was destroyed seven times according to Pliny. 

The temple was 425 feet by 225 feet and had 12 columns, each 

60 feet high and each representing a king. Thirty-six of the 

columns were decorated with reliefs with at least one being the 

work of Scopas, a renowned sculptor.58  

The temple of Artemis was destroyed by fire on the night of 

the birth of Alexander the Great (356 BC) by an arsonist named 

Herostratos. The new temple of Artemis was then planned by 

                                                 
56 The Greeks recognized seven man made monuments as the 

“seven wonders of the ancient world”: (1) the pyramids of Egypt built 

between 2700 and 1800 BC, (2) the hanging gardens of Babylon dating 

from the early 500’s BC, (3) the temple of Artemis in Ephesus built 

from 550-430 BC, (4) the giant cult statue of Zeus built in 430 BC at 

Olympia, (5) the Mausoleum, or tomb of the ruler Mausolus at 

Halicarnassus, built around 350 BC, (6) the Colossus of Rhodes: a 

statue of the sun god Helios erected beside the harbor of the city of 

Rhodes in 285 BC, and (7) the lighthouse at Alexandria built on the 

island of Pharos outside of Alexandria harbor around 270 BC (David 

Sacks, “Seven Wonders of the World,” Encyclopedia of the Ancient 

Greek World (New York: Facts on File, 1995). 

 
57 Philo, De VII Orb. 6. 

 
58 Pliny, Natural History 36.21. 
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the architect Dinocrates around 350 BC. Work was still 

proceeding on it when Alexander the Great came to the city. 

When Alexander the Great reached Ephesus on his famous 

march (334 BC), he offered to rebuild the temple on the 

condition that it bear his name, but the people of Ephesus 

declined his offer, saying that it would not be appropriate for 

one god to build a temple to another. The ancient historian 

Strabo describes the burning of the Artemision and Alexander 

the Great’s offer to rebuild the temple of Artemis: 

As for the temple of Artemis, its first architect was Chersiphron; 

and then another man made it larger. But when it was set on fire 

by a certain Herostratus, the citizens erected another and better 

one, having collected the ornaments of the women and their own 

individual belongings, and having sold also the pillars of the 

former temple. Testimony is borne to these facts by the decrees 

that were made at that time. Artemidorus says: Timaeus of 

Tauromenium, being ignorant of these decrees and being any way 

an envious and slanderous fellow (for which reason he was also 

called Epitimaeus), says that they exacted means for the 

restoration of the temple from the treasures deposited in their 

care by the Persians; but there were no treasures on deposit in 

their care at that time, and, even if there had been, they would 

have been burned along with the temple; and after the fire, when 

the roof was destroyed, who could have wished to keep deposits 

of treasure lying in a sacred enclosure that was open to the sky? 

Now Alexander, Artemidorus adds, promised the Ephesians to pay 

all expenses, both past and future, on condition that he should 

have the credit therefore on the inscription, but they were 

unwilling, just as they would have been far more unwilling to 

acquire glory by sacrilege of the temple. And Artemidorus praises 

the Ephesian who said to the king (Alexander) that it was 

inappropriate for a god to dedicate offerings to gods.59  

The temple of Artemis had leaders called megabyzoi, along with 

young virgins. The temple of Artemis was attended by a very 

large hierarchy of religious people. There were receptionists, 

                                                 
59 Strabo, Geography 14.1.22. 
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supervisors, drummers, bearers of the scepter, cleaners and 

chambermaids, acrobats, and flute players. Strabo writes,  

 
They used to have eunuchs, whom they would call megabyzoi, and 

they would always be in search of people from other regions who 

were worthy of such an office, and would hold them in great 

honor. It was customary for virgins to serve as priestesses 

alongside them. Now, although some of the customs are practiced, 

some are not, but the temple remains a place of asylum now as 

before.60  

 
The temple of Artemis was also a bank where people kept 

their money for safe keeping. The chief megabize was the 

treasurer of the goddess. Dio Chrysostom wrote that money was 

kept in the temple of Artemis.61 According to one tradition, the 

temple was a sanctuary for debtors.62 During the reign of 

Claudius, the Proconsul Paullus Fabius Persicus issued a list of 

directives to be followed by the officials of the Artemision.63 In 

this decree several crimes were cited as being practiced by the 

religion of Artemis.64 

                                                 
60 Ibid., 14.1.23.  

 
61 “You know about the Ephesians, of course, and that large sums 

of money are in their hands, some of it belonging to private citizens 

and deposited in the temple of Artemis, not alone money of the 

Ephesians but also of aliens and of persons from all parts of the world, 

and in some cases of commonwealths and kings, money which all 

deposit in order that it may be safe, since no one has ever dared to 

violate that place, although countless wars have occurred in the past 

and the city has often been captured” (Dio Chrysostom, Discourses 31. 

54). 

 
62 Plutarch, Moralia, 828c-d. 

 
63 Oster, “Ephesus as a Religious Center,”1716. 

 
64 The crimes included (1) making the outward form of the divine 

house of Artemis a screen in order to sell the priesthoods, as if at 

public auction, and invite men of every kind to purchase them; (2) 

employing freemen to do the work of public slaves, thereby burdening 
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THE JEWISH COMMUNITY IN EPHESUS 

 
 This section focuses on the Jewish community in Ephesus. Is 

there any biblical or archaeological evidence for the existence of 

the Jewish community in Ephesus? How did the Jews relate to 

the Christians in Ephesus? What evidence is there of Gentile 

antagonism to the Jews in Ephesus? These questions will be 

answered in this section. 

 
Evidence of Jews in Ephesus 

 
 In his Antiquities of the Jews, Josephus gives evidence of a 

Jewish presence in Ephesus or in Asia from 49 BC to AD 3. In 49 

BC the consul L. Lentulus Crus exempted the Jews who were 

Roman citizens in Ephesus from military service.65 In 43 BC 

Dolabella gave the Jews in Ephesus an exemption from military 

service and allowed them to keep their customs and to make 

offerings for sacrifices.66 In 42 BC the council of Ephesus issued 

a decree which granted the proconsul's request that the Jews 

should be allowed to observe the Sabbath and to live according 

                                                                                                      
the treasury of Artemis with excessive expense; (3) allowing the public 

to purchase infants cheaply and consecrate them to Artemis in order 

that they might be reared as their slaves at the goddess's expense; (4) 

allowing the priests of Artemis to borrow sacred funds on behalf of 

others; (5) utilizing a professional paid choir instead of the free use of 

the ephebi (A. C. Johnson, P. R. Coleman-Norton, and F. C. Bourne, 

Ancient Roman Statutes. A Translation with Introduction, Commentary, 

Glossary and Index, The Corpus of Roman Law 2 [Austin: U of Texas, 

1961), no. 17, 141–42]. Stealing was a problem not only at the temple 

of Artemis, but also in the church at Ephesus. Paul wrote, “Let him who 

stole steal no longer, but rather let him labor, working with his hands 

what is good, that he may have something to give him who has need” 

(Eph 4:28).  

 
65 Josephus, Ant. 14. 228–230, 234, 240. 

 
66 Ibid., 14. 223–227. 

 



100  The Journal of Ministry and Theology 

to their customs.67 Philo cites a document written by G. 

Norbanus Flaccus, proconsul of Asia between 31 and 27 BC, 

which permits Ephesian Jews to collect the temple tax.68 Around 

14 BC, M. Vipsanius Agrippa wrote to the city officials in 

Ephesus ordering that the Jews be allowed to collect and 

transport the temple tax to Jerusalem and that they should not 

be compelled to appear in court on the Sabbath.69 Augustus 

published a law outlining the rights of Jews in Asia. He gave 

them the right to follow their own customs, to send money to 

Jerusalem, and to be exempt from appearing in court on the 

Sabbath.70  

The book of Acts indicates that there was a Jewish presence 

in Ephesus during the time of Paul's ministry in the city. When 

Paul came to Ephesus at the end of his second missionary 

journey “he entered the synagogue and reasoned with the Jews” 

(Acts 18:19).71 A Jew named Apollos came to Ephesus and spoke 

“boldly in the synagogue” (Acts 18:26). When Paul came to 

Ephesus on his third missionary journey, “he went into the 

synagogue and spoke boldly for three months, reasoning and 

persuading concerning the things of the kingdom of God” (Acts 

19:8). There were some itinerant Jewish exorcists who used the 

name of the Lord Jesus to cast out evil spirits from some 

residents of Ephesus (Acts 19:13). Seven sons of Sceva 

apparently did this (Acts 19:14). Luke identifies Sceva as a 

Jewish chief priest (Acts 19:14). Luke writes that Jews and 

Greeks in Ephesus heard the news of the demon-possessed man 

                                                 
67 Josephus, Antiquities 14. 262–264. 

 
68 Philo, Leg. 315–316. 

 
69 Josephus, Ant. 16. 167–168. 

 
70 Ibid., 16. 162–165. 

 
71 No synagogue has yet been found in the city of Ephesus by 

archaeologists. Foss notes that the archaeological evidence for Jews in 

Ephesus consists of a Jewish lamp (C. Foss, Ephesus After Antiquity: A 

Late Antique, Byzantine, and Turkish City [Cambridge: Cambridge U P, 

1979], 45). 
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who overpowered the seven Jewish exorcists (Acts 19:17). The 

Jews tried to put forward Alexander in the theatre during the 

riot, but the Gentile crowd shouted him down (Acts 19:33–34). 

Trebilco argues for the presence of a Jewish community in 

Ephesus during the time when Paul came to Ephesus: 

 
We do not know when Jews first settled in Ephesus, but clearly by 

the mid first century BCE, the community was well established. 

Documents from 49 BCE to 2 CE suggest that the community 

experienced hostility in this period, but it seems likely that 

interaction with the wider city in the first century CE was 

generally more positive. Further the documents suggest that the 

community maintained facets of Jewish identity, that they received 

Roman support and that the Jews were a significant community in 

the life of the city.72 

 
Evidence of Jewish Opposition to Christianity 

  
 The book of Acts indicates that there was some Jewish 

opposition to Christianity in Ephesus. After Paul’s three months 

of preaching in the synagogue some Jews “were hardened and  

did not believe, but spoke evil of the Way before the multitude” 

(Acts 19:9). Some Jews rejected the gospel message that Paul 

preached and spoke evil of Christianity before the Gentiles. They 

did not want the Gentiles (possibly the Gentile God-fearers who 

attended the synagogue) to follow Christ. Paul mentioned to the 

Ephesian elders at Miletus that he served the Lord “with many 

tears and trials which happened to me by the plotting of the 

Jews” (Acts 20:19).  

 The apostle Paul faced opposition from Ephesian Jews even 

when he was in Jerusalem for the Feast of Pentecost. In Acts 

21:27–29, Jews from Asia (possibly from Ephesus) cried out in 

the temple,  

 
Men of Israel, help! This is the man who teaches all men 

everywhere against the people, the law, and this place; and 

                                                 
72 Trebilco, Early Christians in Ephesus, 51. 
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furthermore he also brought Greeks into the temple and has 

defiled this holy place. For they had previously seen Trophimus 

the Ephesian with him in the city, whom they supposed that Paul 

had brought into the temple. 

 
The fact that these Jews from Asia were not present when Paul 

defended himself before Governor Felix suggests that they had 

gone back to Asia after the festival (Acts 24:18–19). 

 
Evidence of Gentile Antagonism Against Jews 

 
 The writings of Josephus show that there was some conflict 

between the Gentiles and the Jewish community in Ephesus. The 

Jews were mistreated because of such issues as keeping the 

Sabbath and sending temple tax to Jerusalem.73 Trebilco writes, 

 
The reasons for this hostility from the wider city of Ephesus may 

include the social distinctiveness of Jewish religious practices, that 

Jews were generally non-citizens, the lack of tolerance by the city, 

that Jewish rights were supported by Roman intervention in the 

affairs of the city, that the Jewish communities wished to send 

significant amounts of money (as Temple tax) out of the city and 

region to Jerusalem at times of local economic hardship and that 

local Greeks at times took advantage of wider political instability 

(for example, at the time of the Civil War) to act against the Jewish 

community. However, we hear of no further difficulties between 

Jewish communities and their cities in Asia Minor after 2 CE. 

Although this is predominantly an argument from silence, it 

suggests that by the end of Augustus' reign better relations had 

been established between Jewish communities and their cities in 

the various parts of Asia, and Ephesus seems to have been 

included in this wider phenomenon.74 

 

                                                 
73 Josephus, Ant. 14:230, 262–264, 16:27–28, 50–60, 167–168, 

172–173; Philo, Legat 315).  

 
74 Trebilco, Early Christians in Ephesus, 40–41. 
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The book of Acts gives some evidence of Gentile antagonism 

against the Jews. When Demetrius led the silversmiths and the 

Gentile mob into the theatre at Ephesus, they refused to let a 

Jew named Alexander speak. Acts 19:34 says, “But when they 

found out that he was a Jew, all with one voice cried out for 

about two hours, “Great is Diana of the Ephesians!”  

 
THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CHURCH AT EPHESUS 

 
 The apostle Paul and his missionary team started the church 

at Ephesus during his second and third missionary journeys. 

The story of how the church at Ephesus was established is found 

in Acts 18:18–19:41 and 20:13–38. 

 
Paul's Initial Ministry in Ephesus (Acts 18:18–23) 

 
After Paul established the church at Corinth, he sailed for 

Syria with Priscilla and Aquila. Paul had his hair cut off75 at 

Cenchrea, which was the eastern port of Corinth. When he 

arrived in Ephesus, Paul left Priscilla and Aquila there. 

Following his strategic mission plan, Paul went into the 

synagogue at Ephesus and reasoned76 with the Jews. Paul used 

the Old Testament to argue that Jesus was the Messiah (Acts 

13:14–41). The Jews in Ephesus were interested in Paul's 

message and asked him to stay. But Paul wanted to go to the 

                                                 
75 This act was part of the Nazirite vow—a voluntary pledge of 

separation and devotion to God (Num 6:2–5, 13–21). If a Jew made this 

vow away from Jerusalem, at the end of his vow he would shave his 

head and present the hair at the temple within 30 days.  

 
76 The Greek word διελέξατο is translated “reasoned” and means 

“to engage in speech interchange, converse, discuss, argue. It was used 

especially of discourse that frequently includes exchange of opinions” 

(BDAG, 232). The word is used in Acts 17:2, 17; 18:4; 19:8; 20:7, 9; 

24:12, 25. 
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coming feast in Jerusalem.77 F. F. Bruce writes, “If the festival 

was Passover, there was probably a good reason for his haste: 

the seas were closed to navigation until March 10, and in A.D. 52 

Passover fell in early April.”78 Paul promised to return again to 

Ephesus if the sovereign God willed it. Paul then sailed across 

the Mediterranean and landed at Caesarea. He went up to 

Jerusalem and greeted the church there before going down to 

Antioch. Paul left Antioch and started his third missionary 

journey by returning to the region of Galatia and Phrygia to 

strengthen all the disciples (Acts 18:22–23). 

 
The Ministry of Apollos and Aquila and Priscilla in Ephesus  

(Acts 18:24–28) 

 
Apollos was a Jew born in Alexandria in Egypt, a seaport on 

the northern coast of Egypt. The city was founded by Alexander 

the Great and was multi-racial with Egyptians, Romans, Greeks 

and Jews living there. The Septuagint (the Greek translation of 

the Hebrew OT) was produced in that city about 150 years 

before the birth of Jesus. The city was famous for its great 

library and was considered the educational center of the world. 

Apollos was a dynamic communicator (eloquent man) who 

knew the OT (mighty in the Scriptures). He had been instructed 

in the way of the Lord.79 Apollos was familiar only with the 

                                                 
77 Some of the late Greek manuscripts add the comment in Acts 

18:21, “I must by all means keep this coming feast in Jerusalem.” The 

Western text (Codex Bezae) has this reading, along with the Majority 

text (Byzantine manuscripts) and so it appears in the King James 

Version and also the New King James Version, which is based on the 

Textus Receptus. 

 
78 F. F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, rev. ed. NICNT (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1988), 356. 

 
79 The “way of the Lord” did not include the Christian faith. This 

phrase was used to describe the moral and ethical standards God 

expected Israel to follow (Gen 18:19; Judg 2:22; 1 Sam 12:28; 2 Sam 

22:22; 2 Kgs 21:22; 2 Chr 17:6; Ps 18:21; 25:8–9; 138:5; Prov 10:29; 

Jer 5:4–5; Ezek 18:25, 29; 33:17, 20; Hos 14:9). 
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baptism of John. John the Baptist baptized Jews in anticipation 

of the coming of the Messiah. His baptism was a baptism of 

repentance. Apollos may have been familiar with Jesus since 

John the Baptist announced that Jesus was the Lamb of God who 

takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29). John the Baptist 

also testified that Jesus is the Son of God (John 1:34). Apollos 

was an OT saint living in the new dispensation of grace (the 

church age). 

Apollos gave a bold witness in the synagogue in Ephesus. 

Aquila and Priscilla heard him and took him aside and explained 

to him the way of God more accurately.80 Aquila and Priscilla 

probably explained to Apollos the death of Jesus on the cross to 

pay the penalty for the sins of the world, the bodily resurrection 

of Jesus from the dead, the ascension of Jesus to heaven, the 

sending of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost, and the 

beginning of the church. 

Aquila and Priscilla are an example of a Christian couple 

who had a strong marriage and were committed to ministry. 

They always appear together on the pages of Scripture. They 

risked their lives for Paul (Rom 16:4). They were hospitable and 

hosted a church in their home in Ephesus (1 Cor 16:19). They 

were flexible to go where the Lord led them. This is seen in their 

moving twice (Acts 18:2, 18). They worked hard in making tents 

(Acts 18:3). They were students of the word of God and 

committed to teaching others. This is demonstrated by their 

going to the synagogue to learn and in instructing Apollos in the 

way of God more accurately (Acts 18:26). 

Apollos decided to cross over the sea to the Roman province 

of Achaia to preach and teach the word in Corinth (1 Cor 3:6). 

The Christians in Ephesus wrote a letter of commendation that 

introduced him to the church at Corinth. The mention of 

“brethren” in Ephesus suggests that Aquila and Priscilla were 

responsible for helping to start a church in Ephesus (Acts 

                                                 
80 The Greek word ἀκριβέστερον “pertains to strict conformity to a 

standard or norm, with focus on careful attention, accurately, carefully, 

well” (BDAG, 39). 
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18:27).81 Apollos was so effective in teaching the Christians in 

Corinth that he developed a group of followers (1 Cor 1:12; 3:4). 

Luke said that “he greatly helped those who had believed 

through grace for he vigorously refuted the Jews publicly, 

showing from the Scriptures that Jesus is the Christ” (Acts 

18:27–28). Many of the believers in Corinth were Gentiles who 

would have been easy targets for opponents who knew the 

Hebrew Scriptures. The arguments of the Jews could not stand 

up to those of the brilliant Jewish Christian apologist Apollos. 

Like Paul, Apollos was able to show from the OT Scriptures that 

Jesus is the Messiah.  

 

Paul's Ministry in Ephesus on His Third Missionary Journey 

 (Acts 19:1–20:16) 

 
 The apostle Paul and his team spent three years establishing 

the church in Ephesus during his third missionary journey from 

AD 53–56. The story of Paul's church planting work is found in 

Acts 19:1–20:38. 

 

Paul's Ministry to the Twelve Disciples  

of John the Baptist (Acts 19:1–7) 

 
Paul came back to Ephesus on his third missionary journey 

around AD 53. While Apollos was at Corinth, the apostle Paul 

came to Ephesus from the upper regions of Asia. Paul found 

some disciples and said to them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit 
when you believed? The word “disciples” (μαθητάς) means 

learners and does not always refer to Christians. These disciples 

were followers of John the Baptist.82 They were OT saints living 

in the NT era. Paul’s question to them (“Did you receive the Holy 

Spirit when you believed?”) assumes two things: (1) they were 

                                                 
81 The word brethren is used by Paul to refer to the Christians in 

Ephesus (Eph 6:10, 23). 

 
82 Luke used the word disciples to describe followers of John the 

Baptist (Luke 5:33; 7:18–19).  
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genuine believers, and (2) everyone who believes in Jesus 

receives the Holy Spirit at the time of belief. The answer of these 

disciples in Ephesus shows that they were believers (OT saints) 

but not Christians. They had not yet heard of the Holy Spirit.  

Paul then asked them, “Into what then were you baptized?” 

(Acts 19:3). So they said, “Into John’s baptism.” These twelve 

men (Acts 19:7) possibly heard the teaching of Apollos in 

Ephesus in the synagogue and were baptized with the baptism 

of John anticipating the coming of the Messiah (Acts 18:24–25). 

The baptism of John was a baptism unto repentance. These Jews 

confessed their sins and were baptized by immersion 

anticipating the coming of Messiah (Matt 3:1–12). These twelve 

knew that One mightier than John was coming. They did not 

know that Jesus was the Messiah and that he had already come. 

They needed to hear the rest of the story. Paul told them, “John 

indeed baptized with a baptism of repentance, saying to the 

people, that they should believe on Him who would come after 

him, that is, on Christ Jesus” (Acts 19:4). 

These twelve men (followers of John the Baptist) then 

believed on Christ Jesus. An evidence of their belief in Jesus is 

the fact that they were baptized in the name of Jesus. As soon as 

they heard the gospel, they believed and then were given 

Christian baptism. They were baptized after conversion by 

immersion in the name of the Lord Jesus.83 They identified 

themselves with Jesus by their adult Christian baptism.  

                                                 
83 This is the only place in the NT that refers to anyone being 

baptized a second time. Why did Paul baptize these men again? The 

baptism of John the Baptist was distinct from Christian baptism. The 

baptism of John was given specifically to Jews who anticipated the 

coming of the Messiah (Luke 3:7, 12, 16; 7:29; Acts 1:5; 11:16; 19:4). 

Christian baptism was given to Jews and Gentiles who believed that 

Jesus was the Messiah and Lord (Acts 2:38, 41; 8:12, 13, 16, 36, 38; 

9:18; 10:47, 48; 16:15, 33; 18:8; 22:16). Christ gave the Great 

Commission to his disciples, and this commission is for the church 

today (Matt 28:19–20). Christ told his disciples to baptize in the name 

of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Then why does Luke say 
that Paul baptized them in the name of the Lord Jesus? Why didn't Paul 

baptize them in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? Luke 

emphasizes the fact that these followers of John were now identifying 
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Paul laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, 

and they spoke with tongues84 and prophesied.85 This is the 

fourth unusual reception of the Holy Spirit in the book of Acts 

(cf. Acts 2, 8, 10, 19).86 There is no indication that Paul prayed 

                                                                                                      
themselves with the Lord Jesus in their baptism. Acts does not say if 

Paul baptized them in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Paul probably did baptize them in the name of the triune God, but Luke 

emphasizes the second person of the trinity to show that they were 

now followers of Jesus Christ. Wherever Paul went he followed the 

Great Commission by preaching the gospel, baptizing new converts, 

organizing them into local churches, and teaching them the word of 

God. 

 
84 The Greek word for tongues is γλώσσαις and refers to speaking 

foreign languages that the speakers had not previously learned. I 
disagree with the definition given for γλώσσα in BDAG, 201: “an 

utterance outside the normal patterns of intelligible speech and 

therefore requiring special interpretation, ecstatic language, ecstatic 

speech, tongue.” The first mention of tongues speaking in the NT is 

found in Acts 2:4. In Jerusalem the apostles were filled with the Spirit 

and spoke with other tongues on the day of Pentecost. The Jews in 

Jerusalem who heard them speak were amazed because they heard 

them speak “each in our own language in which we were born” (Acts 

2:8). They said, “We hear them speaking in our own tongues the 

wonderful works of God” (Acts 2:11). Robert Gromacki's book The 

Modern Tongues Movement (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and 

Reformed, 1974) gives an exposition of the gift of tongues in the NT 

and argues for the cessationist view that the biblical gift of tongues has 

ceased. 

 
85 The Greek word for prophesied is ἐπροφήτευον means “to 

proclaim an inspired revelation, prophesy” (BDAG, 890). The gift of 

prophecy included preaching the word and predicting the future (Acts 

2:17; 21:9; 1 Cor 11:4; 13:9; 14:1, 3–5, 24, 31, 39). Charismatics 

believe that the gift of prophecy is still being given today. Some other 

evangelicals believe that the gift of prophecy has ceased, while others 

believe that the gift continues as preaching gift but not in giving new 

revelation or predicting the future. 

 
86 The four accounts of the reception of the Spirit in Acts were 

historically unique. They were never intended to become a permanent 
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for them or that they prayed for the ability to speak in tongues 

and to prophesy. By laying his hands on them, Paul was 

demonstrating his apostolic authority. He was also affirming the 

unity of the new church in Ephesus with the church in 

Jerusalem, whose members were also empowered by the Holy 

Spirit to speak in foreign languages that they had not previously 

learned (Acts 2:4, 11).87  

 

Paul's Ministry in the Synagogue and 

 School of Tyrannus (Acts 19:8–10) 

 

For three months Paul preached in the synagogue, and then 

he left because of opposition from the Jews (Acts 19:8–9). Paul 

went into the synagogue and spoke boldly for three months, 

reasoning and persuading88 concerning the things of the 

                                                                                                      
pattern for an experience to be sought after by all Christians. This is 

seen in the fact that no two of these four accounts are completely 

identical and that the Book of Acts is basically transitional in character. 

Toussaint writes, “It should be noted that the reception of the Holy 

Spirit by Christians in Acts does not follow any set pattern. He came 

into believers before baptism (Acts 10:44), at the time of or after 

baptism (8:12-16; 19:6), and by the laying on of apostolic hands (8:17; 

19:6). Yet Paul declared (Rom 8:9) that anyone without the Holy Spirit 

is not a Christian. Quite obviously the transitional book of Acts is not to 

be used as a doctrinal source on how to receive the Holy Spirit.” 

(Stanley Toussaint, “Acts,” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: New 

Testament, ed. John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck (Wheaton, IL: Victor, 

1983), 409). 

 
87 Apostles were present at key events in the history of the early 

church. Apostles were present when the church was born on the day of 

Pentecost (Acts 2). Peter and John were present when the Samaritans 

were added to the church (Acts 8). Peter was present when Gentiles 

were saved and added to the church (Acts 10). The apostle Paul was 

present when followers of John the Baptist were converted to Christ 

and added to the church (Acts 19). 
 

88 The Greek word for persuading is πείθων and it means “to cause 

to come to a particular point of view or course of action; convince” 

(BDAG, 791). The word is used by Luke in Acts 18:4; 19:26 and 28:23. 
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kingdom of God (Acts 19:8). Paul’s mission strategy was to go to 

the synagogue to preach the gospel first to Jews and the Gentile 

God fearers. The Jews in Ephesus were more tolerant than the 

Jews in other towns as they listened to Paul for three months. 

The subject of Paul’s sermons in the synagogue was the 

kingdom of God. Paul reasoned persuasively and some Jews 

believed the gospel.  

When some were hardened89 and did not believe, but spoke 

evil of the Way90 before the multitude, he departed from them 

and withdrew the disciples, reasoning daily in the school of 

Tyrannus.91 Paul took the new converts to Christianity out of the 

synagogue to the school of Tyrannus. There he taught them the 

word of God as they studied the scriptures together. Bruce 

explains the time when Paul taught the disciples at the school of 

Tyrannus:  

 
He had to find a new center where he would not be interrupted 

with public slanders directed against the gospel and the Savior 

whom it proclaimed. This center he found in the lecture hall of 

Tyrannus. Tyrannus (a name otherwise attested in Ephesus) is 

usually supposed to have been the lecturer who regularly taught 

there; it is just possible, however, that he was the owner of the 

                                                 
89 The Greek word ἐσκληρύνοντο means “to cause to be unyielding 

in resisting information; harden” (BDAG, 930) and refers to their 

defiance against God and his word (Rom 9:18; Heb 3:8, 13, 15; 4:7). 

 
90 Christianity was referred to as “the Way” in the first century 

(Acts 9:2; 16:17; 18:25–26; 19:9; 22:4; 24:14, 22). “The Way” may 

refer to Jesus’ description of himself to his disciples in the upper room 

(John 14:6). Faith alone in Christ alone is the Way to salvation and 

eternal life.  

 
91 The word school in Greek is σχολῇ and it refers to a “lecture hall 

where the focus was not on locale but on intellectual engagement at a 

sophisticated level” (BDAG, 982). The Greek word for Tyrannus is 

Τυράννου. “He was an Ephesian in whose hall (s. σχολῇ) Paul lectured. 

Whether this otherwise unknown man was himself a teacher of 

philosophy or rhetoric, or whether he simply owned the house in 

which the hall was situated, we do not know” (BDAG, 1020). 
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building, who was willing to rent it to Paul at times when it was 

not required by the regular lecturer (or lecturers). According to 

the Western text, Paul had the use of the building from 11 a.m. to 4 

p.m. Whatever the textual basis of this reading may be, it probably 

represents what actually happened. Tyrannus (if he was the 

lecturer) no doubt delivered his lectures in the early morning. At 

11 a.m. public activity came to a stop in the cities of Ionia (as in 

many other parts of the Mediterranean world), and Lake and 

Cadbury are no doubt right in saying that more people would be 

asleep at 1 p.m. than at 1 a.m. But Paul, after spending the early 

hours at his tentmaking (cf. 20:34), devoted the burden and heat 

of the day to his more important and more exhausting business, 

and must have conveyed something of his own energy and zeal to 

his hearers, who had followed him from the synagogue to this 

lecture hall, for they were prepared to forego their own siesta in 

order to listen to Paul.92 

 
Paul continued teaching in Ephesus for two full years.93 As a 

result of his teaching ministry “all who dwelt in Asia heard the 

word of the Lord Jesus, both Jews and Greeks” (Acts 19:10). This 

                                                 
92 F. F. Bruce, The Book of the Acts, NICNT (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1988), 366. 

 
93 “Now Paul had ample time to preach the word in Asia, which 

had been his aim previously when he was guided toward Europe 

(16:6). If the period was two years plus a few months, and the three 

months of v. 8 be added, then we approach the three years of 20:31, i.e. 

three years minus a few months, probably from the fall of 52 to the 

early summer of 55. Some of the events of those years on which Luke 

remains silent can be deduced from Paul’s correspondence, especially 

from 1 and 2 Corinthians. From this source it may be learned that, 

apart from the continuing troubles in the Corinthian church, Paul had 

critical experiences in Ephesus of which nothing is said in Acts, apart 

from the hint in 20:19 (cf. 1 Cor 15:30–32; 2 Cor 1:8–10). It is probable 

that one or more of his many imprisonments (2 Cor 11:23) were 

endured during his Ephesian ministry; the arguments that some, if not 

all, of his ‘prison epistles’ belong to this period are much more 

problematical” (F. F. Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles: Greek Text with 

Introduction and Commentary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990], 408–

409). 
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indicates that Paul and the students of the school did more than 

study the scriptures. They must have evangelized the whole 

Roman province of Asia as well. As a result churches were 

established in Asia. Among these were possibly the churches of 

Colosse, Laodicea, and Hierapolis in the Lycus valley (Col 4:13). 

Possibly the seven churches of Asia mentioned by John in the 

book of Revelation were started at this time: Ephesus, Smyrna, 

Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea (Rev 2–

3). Paul would later write that God had opened a door of 

opportunity in Ephesus, but there were many adversaries (1 Cor 

16:8–9). 

 

Paul's Miracles in Ephesus (Acts 19:11–12) 

 
Luke emphasized that God worked unusual miracles by the 

hands of Paul while he was in Ephesus. Paul’s handkerchiefs94 

and aprons95 were brought from his body to the sick, and the 

diseases left them96 and the evil spirits went out of them. The 

miracles performed by Paul were signs of his authority as an 

apostle (2 Cor 12:12) and verified that his gospel message was 

true (Heb 2:3–4).97  

                                                 
94 The Greek word for handkerchiefs is σουδάρια and refers to a 

“face cloth for wiping perspiration” (BDAG, 934). They were sweat 

rags worn around the head and used to wipe off sweat. 

 
95 The Greek word for aprons is σιμικίνθια and refers to aprons 

worn by working men (BDAG, 923). 

 
96 The Greek word for left is ἀπαλλάσσεσθαι means to “go away, 

leave, depart” (BDAG, 96).  

 
97 Luke recorded that Paul did the same types of miracles as Peter. 

Both Peter and Paul healed a lame man early in their ministries (Acts 

3:2; 14:8). Both exorcised demons (Acts 5:16; 16:18), defeated 

sorcerers (Acts 8:18; 13:6), raised the dead (Acts 9:36; 20:9), and 

escaped from prison (Acts 12:7; 16:25). Luke viewed Paul as an 

apostle with the same authority as Peter. Was Paul a faith healer? No. 

He was an apostle to whom was given the gift of healing (2 Cor 12:12). 

Later in his ministry Paul did not use this gift of healing. Paul did not 
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The miraculous healings in Ephesus involved the use of 

handkerchiefs and aprons. Why would God perform healings in 

this way? The city of Ephesus was known for its magicians and 

magical arts. The city was filled with magicians attempting to 

exercise power over the dark forces. God may have used such 

unusual means in order to show that his miraculous power was 

greater than the powers of darkness (Eph 1:19–23; 4:7–10; 

6:10–13). 

 
The Jewish Exorcists and the Demon Possessed Man 

 (Acts 19:13–16) 

 
Some itinerant Jewish exorcists attempted to cast out a 

demon using the name of Jesus as a magical incantation (Acts 

19:13–14). They wrongly concluded that the simple vocalization 

of Jesus’ name carried magical power. Longenecker writes, “The 

use of magical names in incantations to exorcise evil spirits was 

common in the ancient world, and it seems to have been 

especially prominent at Ephesus.”98 The exorcists took it upon 

themselves to call the name of the Lord Jesus over those who 

had evil spirits. They would say, “We exorcise you by the Jesus 

whom Paul preaches.” The seven exorcists were seven sons of 

Sceva, a Jewish chief priest.99  

                                                                                                      
heal Epaphroditus who was sick unto death in Rome (Phil 2:25–27). 

Paul told Timothy to drink some wine for his stomach’s sake (1 Tim 

5:23). Paul even left Trophimus sick at Miletus (2 Tim 4:20). Why did 

Paul do this? Didn’t he have compassion on these workers with him in 

the ministry? Possibly the gift of healing was coming to an end and 

even the apostle Paul no longer possessed this gift at the end of his 

ministry. 

 
98 Richard Longenecker, “The Acts of the Apostles,” in John-Acts, 

vol. 9 of EBC, ed. Frand Gaebelein and J. D. Douglas (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1981), 497. 
 

99 Neil writes, “Whoever he was, he was not a Jewish high priest 

who had held office in Jerusalem, since their names are all known; nor 

is it likely that he even belonged to a high priestly family. It is possible 

that he may have been a self styled high priest of one of the 
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The demon (evil spirit) first rebuked the Jewish exorcists 

and then empowered the man to attack the Jewish exorcists 

(Acts 19:15–16). The evil spirit answered and said, “Jesus I 

know, and Paul I know, but who are you?” The question of the 

demon revealed that the seven sons of Sceva were probably 

unbelievers. They really had no authority to use the name of 

Jesus to cast out demons.100 The man who was demonized 

leaped on them, overpowered them, and prevailed against them 

so that they fled out of that house naked and wounded. These 

so-called exorcists learned that it was not enough to know the 

name of Jesus. They needed to have a personal relationship with 

Jesus. Longenecker writes, “The name of Jesus, like an 

unfamiliar weapon misused, exploded in their hands; and they 

were taught a lesson about the danger of using the name of 

Jesus in their dabbling in the supernatural.”101  

 
The Impact of the Exorcism on Ephesus (Acts 19:17–20) 

 
This incident became known to all Jews and Greeks living in 

Ephesus. Fear fell on the people of Ephesus and the name of the 

Lord Jesus was magnified. Many who had previously believed 

came confessing and telling their deeds. Also, many of those 

who had practiced magic brought their books together and 

burned them in the sight of all. They counted the value of them 

and it totaled 50,000 pieces of silver. The books were filled with 

formulas, spells, and astrological forecasts. These books were 

expensive to buy. Burning the occult books indicated real 

repentance on the part of these believers. These Christians now 

saw the importance of submitting to the lordship of Christ. Luke 

                                                                                                      
innumerable pagan cults, who found that it paid him to pass himself off 

as a Jew” (William Neil, The Acts of the Apostles, NCBC [Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1981], 205). 

 
100 The use of magical names in incantations was common in the 

ancient world. Jewish exorcists enjoyed great prestige because they 

claimed to know the true pronunciation of the sacred name of God. 

 
101 Longenecker, John–Acts, 498. 
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gave the sixth progress report to mark the end of another 

section in his book: “So the word of the Lord grew mightily and 

prevailed” (Acts 19:20).  

 
Paul's Plans for Future Ministry (Acts 19:21–22) 

 
 Paul purposed in the Spirit102 to go to Jerusalem, but he 

decided to stay in Asia for a time (Acts 19:21–22).103 Paul’s 

                                                 
102 Tannehill writes, “Although the phrase en to pneumati (‘in the 

spirit’) could refer either to the human spirit or the Holy Spirit, there is 

every reason to believe that the latter is at least included. It would be 

strange to attribute the journey to Jerusalem to a human decision 

while linking the trip to Rome to divine necessity, especially when Paul 

says he must (dei) also see Rome, implying some comparability 

between the two trips. Furthermore, in 20:22–23 Paul refers to the 

same decision and speaks of himself going to Jerusalem ‘bound in the 

Spirit’ and of the Holy Spirit testifying in every city of coming suffering. 

More than a strong human resolve is indicated” (Robert C. Tannehill, 

The Narrative Unity of Luke–Acts: A Literary Interpretation 

[Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990], 2:239). 

 
103 Acts 19:21–28:31 is the last section of the book of Acts. 

Longenecker writes, “The panel is introduced by the programmatic 

statement of 19:21–22 and concludes with the summary statement of 

28:31. Three features immediately strike the reader in the sixth panel: 

(1) the disproportionate length of the panel, including one third of the 

total material of Acts; (2) the prominence given the speeches of Paul in 

his defense; and (3) the dominance of the ‘we’ sections in the narrative 

portions (cf. 20:5–15; 21:1–18; 27:1–28:16). It cannot be said that the 

length is related to the theological significance of the material 

presented. It seems rather to be related to the apologetic purpose of 

Luke, particularly in the five defenses, and to the eyewitness character 

of the narrative with its inevitable elaboration of details (cf. the 

Philippian anecdotes of 16:11–40). The events narrated here span the 

time from approximately 56 through 62” (Longenecker, John–Acts, 

499). Rackham writes, “This ending of Acts forms a striking parallel to 

the ending of the third gospel. There the passion of the Lord with all its 

immediate preparation is related in great detail; so here the ‘passion’ 

of Paul is on a scale altogether disproportionate to the rest of the book. 

Acts however does not end in fact with St. Paul’s death, but with a 
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ministry goal was to collect an offering from the Gentile 

churches for the poor Jewish Christians in Jerusalem (Acts 

24:17; 1 Cor 16:1–4; 2 Cor 8–9). His long-range goals included 

going to Rome (Rom 1:15) and then to Spain (Rom 15:24). Paul 

sent Timothy and Erastus from Ephesus to Macedonia. 

Apparently Timothy traveled from Corinth to Ephesus to 

Corinth and then returned later to Ephesus (Acts 15:5; 1 Cor 

4:17; 16:10–11; Acts 19:22). Paul remained in Asia for a time 

(specifically in Ephesus) where he wrote 1 Corinthians.104 
 

The Riot in Ephesus over Artemis (Acts 19:23–41) 

 
The silversmith Demetrius incited a riot105 in Ephesus about 

the Way to promote the worship of the idol Artemis. Demetrius 

was a silversmith who made silver shrines of Artemis. Luke uses 

                                                                                                      
condition of renewed life; similarly at the end of Part I the ‘passion’ of 

St. Peter had ended with a deliverance. Thus in each case there is a 

parallel to the resurrection in the Gospel” (Richard Rackham, The Acts 

of the Apostles [London: Methuen, 1922], 358). 

 
104 Rumors of church problems in Corinth came to Paul through 

the household of Chloe (1 Cor 1:11). Three members of the church at 

Corinth (Stephanus, Fortunatus, and Achaicus) brought a gift to Paul 

and a letter containing questions on church and personal issues (1 Cor 

7:1; 16:17–18). In response to the reports and the letter, Paul wrote 1 

Corinthians from Ephesus probably near the spring of AD 56.  

 
105 The Greek word for “great commotion” is τάραχος and it refers 

to a “a state of civic unrest; disturbance; commotion” (BDAG, 991). The 

word is used by Luke in Acts 12:18 when the soldiers realized that 

Peter was not in his prison cell.  

 
106 “The guilds, and the problem they presented to the non-

conforming Christian, haunt the background of the New Testament. 
They were societies not trade unions, primarily social, and multitudinous 
in ancient society. Records exist of guilds of bankers, doctors, 

architects, producers of woolen and linen goods, dyers, workers in 

metal, stone or clay, builders, carpenters, pastry cooks, barbers, 

embalmers and transport workers” (E. M. Blaiklock, The Acts of the 

Apostles, TNTC [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979], 158). 
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litotes when he writes that the trade “brought no small profit to 

the craftsmen” (Acts 19:24). Demetrius called a meeting of the 

silversmiths in Ephesus. He stated that they made their living by 

this trade. He then accused Paul of persuading and turning 

many people away from the worship of Artemis not only in 

Ephesus but also in almost all Asia (Acts 19: 25–26). The 

ministry of Paul in Ephesus and the Roman province of Asia was 

so successful that he caused a recession in the idol industry of 

Ephesus. People stopped buying the silver shrines that 

Demetrius and the silversmiths made of Artemis and her 

temple. Demetrius warned that their trade106 was in danger of 

falling into disrepute.107 He warned that the temple of the great 

goddess Artemis (the Artemision) may be despised108 and “her 

magnificence” (the statue of Artemis itself?) destroyed.109 The 

silversmiths became extremely angry and cried out, “Great is 

Artemis of the Ephesians!” (Acts 19:28). 

The whole city of Ephesus was filled with confusion, and the 

people rushed into the theatre.110 The Ephesians seized Gaius 

                                                 
 

107 The Greek word for disrepute is ἀπελεγμὸν and it means 

“criticism relating to questionable conduct; refutation, exposure, 

discredit; reproof; public criticism” (BDAG, 101). This is its only 

occurrence in the NT. 

 
108 The Greek words for despised are εἰς οὐθὲν λογισθῆναι, and 

they mean “to reckon or calculate as nothing” (BDAG, 597). 

 
109 The Greek word for destroyed is καθαιρεῖσθαι and it could have 

two possible meanings. The literal meaning would be “to destroy by 

tearing down” (BDAG, 488), and it would refer to the literal 

destruction of the cult statue of Artemis in Ephesus. The figurative 

meaning would be that Artemis would “suffer the loss of her 

magnificence” (BDAG, 488). It is difficult to know which meaning is 

intended in this verse. 
 
110 The Grand Theatre was built during the reign of Roman 

Emperor Claudius in AD 41–54. The theatre which is located on the 

west side of Mount Pion had a seating capacity of 24,500. The semi-

circular design of the theatre was similar to other theatres in the 

Roman Empire. The theatre has a stage building (skene) which has 
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and Aristarchus who were Macedonians and Paul’s companions 

on his mission trip. Aristarchus was from Thessalonica (Acts 

20:4; 27:2). The silversmiths grabbed these two men instead of 

Paul possibly because Paul was in a different part of the city 

when the riot started. Maybe they hoped that Paul would try to 

rescue his friends and they would use the opportunity to 

capture or kill him. The text does not say why they took Gaius 

and Aristarchus. 

Paul wanted to go into the theatre to defend himself and 

Christianity, but his disciples in Ephesus did not let him. Also 

some officials of Asia who had become friends of Paul pleaded 

with him not to go into the amphitheatre.111 The Asiarchs were 

the political leaders of the cities of Asia. Neil writes,  

                                                                                                      
three stories and is 18 meters tall. The theatre overlooks the Arkadian 

Way that leads to the harbor. The theatre was the place where the mob 

of Ephesus assembled at the instigation of Demetrius and the other 

silversmiths. For two hours they shouted, “Great is Artemis of the 

Ephesians” (Acts 19:30–41). Paul wanted to enter the theatre, but his 

friends did not allow him. 

 
111 “Paul moved easily among Jewish circles for a time, but then his 

welcome wore out (Acts 19:9). Most of Paul's time at Ephesus was 

spent in Gentile social circles, probably enjoying their hospitality (see 

1 Cor 10:27). Some Ephesians, his customers in the tent-making 

business, knew him as an artisan. Perhaps he even catered to the rich 

with embroidered fabric coverings. But the majority of Ephesians 

knew him by reputation as a teacher of remarkable and persuasive 

new doctrines (Acts 19:10, 26). His rhetorical training and his daily 

disputations in the lecture hall of Tyrannus may have decisively set 

him in some people's minds in the social position of a sophist (using 

the term loosely). One fact which can never be over-stressed for its 

importance is that the most exclusive social group at Ephesus, the 
Asiarchs, considered Paul their social equal. This is not a status badge 
per se, but it does show that Paul was regarded by this narrow group of 
high status Ephesus as a man with significant social status. Why should 

they regard him as their equal? It is impossible to answer this question 

unequivocally, but it was probably due to his status as a public 

speaker. His Roman citizenship may also have aided his high regard in 

the eyes of this group, which was formed around the cult of the Roman 

emperor and was involved with Roman concerns” (Steven Michael 
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They were men of substance and influence in the cities of the 

Roman province of Asia who were or had been presidents of the 

provincial council, which dealt principally with organizing the 

games and with ceremonial matters connected with Emperor 

worship. During his term of office, the Asiarch was styled ‘high 

priest’ of the imperial cult.112  

 
Their friendliness towards Paul shows that Christianity was not 

viewed as a crime as later it was in the Roman empire under 

Nero. John McRae writes,  

 
It is noteworthy that among Paul’s friends (φίλοι) in Ephesus, 

Luke counts political figures of wealth and power called Asiarchs 
(Ἀσιαρχαι); Acts 19:31). At least two men are said to have 

simultaneously held both the office of clerk of the people and 

Asiarch. Asiarchs, the ‘foremost men of the province of Asia, 

chosen from the wealthiest and the most aristocratic inhabitants 

of the province,’ were elected by the citizens with the expectation 

that they would personally finance public games and festivals. 

Ephesus, Strabo said, “is as well peopled as any other city in Asia 
by people of means (εὐπόρων ἀνθρωπων, euporon anthropon); 

and always some of its men hold the chief places in the province, 

being called Asiarchs. Asiarch inscriptions have been found in 

more than forty cities throughout Asia. Dio Chrysostom, writing at 

the end of the first century A.D., seemed to suggest that Asiarchs 

may have been high priests, or at least that a high priest of the 

imperial cult was chosen from among them. Ephesus, Pergamum, 

and Smyrna were the most important cities of Asia in which 

emperor worship was practiced. Considerable disagreement has 

existed among scholars about the supposed dual function of these 

officials but recent developments in archaeology have greatly 

enhanced our ability to evaluate the role of Asiarchs in Asia Minor 

in the first and second centuries. In 1974, M. Rossner used 

inscriptions to identify 74 Asiarchs or high priests of Asia in 

Ephesus. That figure had to be changed, tough, with the 

monumental publication of the repertory of inscriptions from 

Ephesus, containing 3500 inscriptions, many of them previously 

                                                                                                      
Baugh, “Paul and Ephesus: The Apostle Among His Contemporaries” 

[Ph.D. diss., University of California, 1990], 201). 

 
112 Neil, Acts of the Apostles, 208. 



120  The Journal of Ministry and Theology 

unknown and some dating to within fifty years of the events 

described in Acts 19. The number of Asiarchs in Ephesus now 

stands at 106, including both men and women. R. A. Kearsley has 

now shown that the office of asiarch and that of the high priest 

were separate offices in the late first and early second centuries, 

and that there is no evidence that the asiarch was a priest, 

although he had some religious functions. That such men were 

friends of Paul may suggest that the wealthy and educated people 

of Ephesus were not as opposed to Paul as the superstitious crowd 

in the theatre, and that Paul’s ministry was not exclusively 

oriented to the poor and uneducated. The relationship probably 

also suggests that the policy of the Roman Empire toward 

Christianity at this time was not one of hostility. But there was 

opposition in Ephesus to Paul’s monotheism, opposition rooted in 

the long polytheistic history of the city.113 

 

Most of the crowd who went to the theatre that day really 

did not understand the reason for the gathering (Acts 19:32). 

They just went along for the excitement. Like fans at a football 

game, they began to shout for their favorite god: Artemis. They 

shouted for two hours, “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians” (Acts 

19:34). 

The Jews wanted to distance themselves from Paul, so they 

put Alexander forward to explain that the Jews had nothing to 

do with Paul. Alexander never got a chance to speak once the 

Gentile crowd discovered that he was a Jew. They just kept 

shouting “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians. Great is Artemis of 

the Ephesians. Great is Artemis of the Ephesians.” 
The city clerk (ὁ γραμματεὺς) was like the mayor of a city 

today. He was an elected official who was responsible for what 

happened in the city. He was concerned that the Romans would 

hear of this riot and come and take away their freedom. The riot 

at Ephesus could have brought the discipline of Rome down 

upon the city. The Pax Romana, the peace that the Roman 

Empire brought to the Mediterranean world, was important to 

Rome. The Empire severely disciplined unruly cities. The 

Romans would not tolerate any kind of uprising or rebellion. 

                                                 
113 McRae, Archaeology and the New Testament, 255–56. 
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Ephesus risked losing its freedom and being ruled directly by 

the Roman army.  

The clerk made four points in his address (Acts 19:35–41). 

First, he emphasized that people knew that Ephesus was the 

temple guardian of Artemis and that her image fell down from 

Zeus (Acts 19:35–36). Zeus was the chief deity of the Greek 

pantheon and in mythology was the father of Artemis. The city 

clerk said there was no denying these facts and that the 

Ephesians should be quiet and do nothing rashly as a result. 

Second, he argued that Gaius and Aristarchus had done nothing 

worthy of punishment (Acts 19:37). They had not robbed any 

temple or blasphemed any god.114 Third, he challenged 

Demetrius and the silversmiths to use the courts to settle their 

differences against the Christians. He stated that the courts in 

Ephesus were open and there were proconsuls to hear the 

cases.115 Finally, the city clerk warned of the possible penalty for 

the uprising (Acts 19:40–41). He reminded the Ephesians that 

since there was no good reason for the riot, penalties could be 

imposed on the city by the Romans. 

This event may have been the time when Aquila and Priscilla 

risked their lives for Paul (Rom 16:4). This event may have been 

in Paul’s mind when he wrote of fighting wild beasts at Ephesus 

(1 Cor 15:32) and of despairing of life (2 Cor 1:8-11). Luke 

recorded this event to show that Christians do not pose a danger 

for the state, and they should be treated with toleration in a 

pluralistic society.116 

                                                 
114 Josephus states that robbing temples and blaspheming other 

gods were common accusations that Gentiles made against Jews (Ant. 

4.8.10). 

 
115 Proconsuls were provincial governors appointed by the Roman 

emperor. They met three times a month to hear disputes in the courts. 
 
116 “Luke’s purpose in presenting this vignette is clearly 

apologetic, in line with his argument for the religio licita status of 

Christianity (cf. panel 5 in Acts 16:6–19:20) and in anticipation of the 

themes stressed in Paul’s speeches of defense (panel 6, especially 

chapters 22–26). Politically, Luke’s report of the friendliness of the 

Asiarchs (‘officials of the province,’ NIV) toward Paul and of the city 
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Paul's Ministry from Ephesus to Miletus (Acts 20:1–16) 

 
 Several events occurred after Paul left Ephesus. Paul 

ministered in Greece (Acts 20:1–6). He also preached in Troas to 

the disciples and raised Eutychus from the dead (Acts 20:7–12). 

Then he traveled to Miletus, where he called the Ephesian elders 

to meet with him (Acts 20:13–16). 
 

Paul's Challenge to the Ephesian Elders at Miletus (Acts 20:17–38) 

 

When Paul arrived in Miletus, he sent for the elders of the 

church in Ephesus. Here in Acts 20:17-38, Paul gave a challenge 

to the Ephesian elders about their pastoral ministry.  

 

Longenecker writes,  

 
Paul’s farewell address to the Ephesian elders is the nearest 

approximation to the Pauline letters in Acts. Its general content 

recalls how in his letters Paul encouraged, warned, and exhorted 

his converts. Moreover, its theological themes and vocabulary are 

distinctively Pauline. In his three missionary sermons (13:16-41; 

14:15-17; 17:22-31) and five defenses (chs. 22-26), Paul 

addressed non-Christian audiences. But he was speaking to 

Christians here. It is significant that, in a situation similar to those 

he faced in many of his letters, this farewell to the Ephesian elders 

reads like a miniature letter of his. This becomes all the more 

significant when we recall that nowhere else in Acts is there any 

evidence for a close knowledge of Paul’s letters. The address is 

constructed in a way similar to all readers of Paul’s letters. The 

body of it has three parts, which deal with (1) Paul’s past ministry 

at Ephesus (v.18-21), (2) Paul’s present plans in going to 

Jerusalem (v.22-24), and (3) the future of Paul himself and of the 

church at Ephesus (v.25-31). It concludes with a blessing (v.32) 

and then adds further words of exhortation that point the hearers 

to Paul’s example and the teachings of Jesus (v.33-35). Heading 

each section is an introductory formula: “you know” at v.18 and 

                                                                                                      
clerk’s intervention on his behalf is the best defense imaginable 

against the charge that Paul and Christianity threatened the official life 

of the empire” (Longenecker, John–Acts, 502). 
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“now behold” at v.22; and “now behold I know” at v.25; and now at 

v.32).117  

 
Paul Reviewed His Past Ministry (Acts 20:17–21) 

 
When the elders from Ephesus arrived in Miletus, the 

apostle Paul reviewed his past ministry in Ephesus with them. 

Paul recognized that ministry involves serving the Lord. Paul 

maintained his testimony for the Lord as he lived among the 

Ephesians. Paul was not proud or conceited. He did not dictate 

to them. Instead, he served the Lord with all humility.118  

Paul served the Lord with tears. Paul wept over people who 

did not know Christ (Rom 9:2–3). He cried over struggling, 

immature Christians (2 Cor 2:4). He also cried as he warned the 

Ephesians about false teachers (Acts 20:29–31). He told them, 

“Remember that for three years I did not cease to warn 

everyone night and day with tears” (Acts 20:31). Paul went 

through many trials which were plotted by the Jews while he 

was in Ephesus (Acts 20:19). The Jews opposed him in his 

efforts to establish the church at Ephesus. Acts 19:9 says that 

“some were hardened and did not believe, but spoke evil of the 

Way before the multitude.”  

Paul preached the word publicly and privately in Ephesus 

(Acts 20:20–21). Paul taught in the synagogue and when he 

received opposition from the Jews he then went to the School of 

Tyrannus where he taught the disciples for two years (Acts 

19:10). Paul kept back nothing that was helpful. He wanted to 

help the Ephesian Christians to grow spiritually. Paul taught the 

word of God from house to house. Apparently there were 

several house churches in the city of Ephesus (1 Cor 16:19). 

There was probably at least one elder for each house church (1 

Tim 3). Paul testified to Jews and to Greeks (Acts 20:21). Paul 

                                                 
117 Longenecker, John-Acts, 511–12. 

 
118 The Greek word for humility is ταπεινοφροσύνης, and it is used 

in Ephesians 4:2 where Paul told the Ephesian Christians to walk 

worthy of the calling “with all lowliness.” The word is also used by Paul 

in Philippians 2:3, Colossians 2:18, 23 and 3:12. 
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believed that the gospel of Christ was the power of God for Jews 

and Greeks (Rom 1:16). His message was repentance toward 

God and faith119 toward our Lord Jesus Christ.  

 
Paul Revealed His Intention to Go to Jerusalem (Acts 20:22-25) 

 

Paul revealed his intention to go to Jerusalem even though 

the Holy Spirit warned him of imprisonment and tribulations.120 

Paul had a purpose for going to Jerusalem. During his third 

missionary journey the great apostle collected an offering from 

the Gentile Christians in order to give to the poor Jewish 

Christians in Jerusalem. Paul felt bound in his spirit to finish that 

task (Acts 21:17-20). Paul was determined to finish what he had 

started. Paul’s goal in life was to finish the race with joy. Paul 

did not want to start something and not finish it. He started the 

                                                 
119 The Greek word for faith in Acts 20:21 is πίστιν, and it refers to 

trust and belief in Christ. The word is used eight times in the book of 

Ephesians. Paul heard of the faith of the Ephesians (Eph 1:15). Faith is 

the means by which one is saved (Eph 2:8). Christians have boldness 

and access to come into God's presence with confidence through faith 

in Christ (Eph 3:12). Paul prayed that the Ephesians would let Christ 

settle down in their hearts through faith (Eph 3:17). There is only “one 

faith” according to Paul (Eph 4:5). Gifted Christians are to equip the 

saints for ministry until the body of Christ comes to the unity of the 

faith (Eph 4:13). The shield of faith is a piece of spiritual armor that 

the Christian should take to fight the spiritual battle (Eph 6:16). Paul 

finished Ephesians by extending a blessing of love with faith from God 

the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (Eph 6:23). 

 
120 The Greek word for tribulations in Acts 20:23 is θλίψεις. The 

apostle Paul asked that the Ephesian Christians not lose heart because 

of his “tribulations” (θλίψεις) for them (Eph 3:13). Some of Paul's 

tribulations included arrest in Jerusalem, imprisonment in Jerusalem 

and Caesarea, a threat on his life in Jerusalem, a shipwreck on his way 

to Rome, and house arrest in Rome. Paul went through these trials so 

that the Gentiles could hear the gospel and be saved. The word θλίψεις 

is used by Paul in his other epistles as well (Rom 2:9; 5:3; 8:35; 12:12; 

1 Cor 7:28; 2 Cor 1:4 (2x), 8; 2:4; 4:17; 6:4; 7:4; 8:2, 13; Phil 1:16; 4:14; 

Col 1:24; 1 Thess 3:3, 7; 2 Thess 1:4, 6).    
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race when he became a Christian on the road to Damascus. Paul 

did not run the race with uncertainty (1 Cor 9:24–27). He ran to 

win the prize (Phil 3:14). Second Timothy 4:7 shows that Paul 

accomplished his goal. He wrote, “I have fought the good fight. I 

have finished the race. I have kept the faith.” Paul also wanted to 

finish the ministry121 which he received from the Lord Jesus to 

testify to the gospel122 of the grace123 of God. 

                                                 
121 The Greek word for ministry in Acts 20:24 is διακονίαν and it 

refers to service for the Lord. Paul told the Ephesians in Ephesians 

4:12 that gifted Christians are to equip the saints for the work of 

ministry (διακονίαν). The word ministry is used by Paul in his other 

epistles as well (Rom 11:13; 12:7; 15:31; 1 Cor 12:5; 16:15; 2 Cor 3:7, 

8, 9; 4:1; 5:18; 6:3; 8:4; 9:1, 12, 13; 11:8; Col 4:17; 1 Tim 1:12; 2 Tim 

4:5, 11). 

 
122 The Greek word for gospel in Acts 20:24 is εὐαγγέλιον and it 

refers to the good news of Jesus Christ. The apostle Paul used the word 

“gospel” several times in Ephesians. He noted that the Ephesian 

Christians had heard and believed the gospel of their salvation (Eph 

1:13). Gentile believers are partakers of the promise in Christ through 

the gospel (Eph 3:6). The Christian needs to put on his feet the 

preparation of the gospel of peace in order to stand against the attacks 

of Satan and his demons (Eph 6:15). Paul asked the Ephesians to pray 

that he would open his mouth boldly and make known the mystery of 

the gospel (Eph 6:19). The word gospel is used throughout Paul's other 

epistles. 

 
123 The Greek word for grace in Acts 20:24 and 20:32 is χάριτος, 

referring to undeserved or unmerited favor. This word is repeated 

several times in the book of Ephesians. Paul sent a Christian greeting 

of grace and peace to the Ephesians from God the Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ (Eph 1:2). Christians are saved so that they can live to the 

praise of the glory of His grace (Eph 1:6). The gift of forgiveness is 

according to the riches of God's grace (Eph 1:7). Grace is the basis of 

the believer's salvation (Eph 2:5, 8). In the ages to come God is going to 

show believers the exceeding riches of his grace in his kindness 

toward us in Christ Jesus (Eph 2:7). A stewardship of the grace of God 

was given to Paul for the Gentile Ephesian Christians (Eph 3:2). Paul 

became a minister of the gospel according to the gift of the grace of 

God given to him (Eph 3:7). Grace was given to Paul even though he 

viewed himself as the least of all the saints (Eph 3:8). Grace is given as 
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Paul Testified That He Was Innocent Because He Declared the 

Whole Counsel of God (Acts 20:25–27) 

 

Paul stated that he had preached the kingdom124 of God 

among the Ephesians. Paul predicted that the Ephesians would 

never see him again (Acts 20:25). He said that he was innocent 

of the blood of all men. How could he say that? Paul said that he 

had not shunned to declare to them the whole counsel125 of God 

(20:26-27). 

 

Paul Warned the Ephesian Elders About False Teachers 

(Acts 20:28–31) 

 
Paul warned the Ephesian elders to watch over 

themselves.126 Paul wanted the elders to guard themselves from 

temptation and to keep themselves pure. Paul told the Ephesian 

                                                                                                      
a spiritual gift to each Christian (Eph 4:7). A Christian should speak 

edifying words to impart grace to his hearers (Eph 4:29). Paul 

concluded Ephesians by sending grace to those who love the Lord 

Jesus Christ with sincerity (Eph 6:24). The word grace is used 

extensively in the other epistles of Paul. 

 
124 The Greek word for kingdom in Acts 20:25 is βασιλείαν. Paul 

told the Ephesians that no fornicator, unclean person, nor covetous 

man who is an idolator would have an inheritance in the kingdom of 

Christ and God (Eph 5:5). Paul used the word kingdom in his other 

epistles as well (Rom 14:17; 1 Cor 4:20; 6:9, 10; 15:24, 50; Gal 5:21; 

Col 1:13; 4:11; 1 Thess 2:12; 2 Thess 1:5; 2 Tim 4:1, 18). 

 
125 The Greek word for counsel in Acts 20:27 is βουλὴν refers to 

the resolution or decision of God, his sovereign will found in his 

decree. The word is used by Paul in Ephesians 1:11 when he writes 

that believers are “predestined according to the purpose of Him who 

works all things according to the counsel of His will.”  
 

126 Paul would later tell Timothy as he ministered in Ephesus, 

“Take heed to yourself and to the doctrine. Continue in them for in 

doing this you will save both yourself and those who heart you” (1 Tim 

4:6). 
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elders that the Holy Spirit127 had made them overseers. He 

challenged the Ephesian elders to care for the flock of God. Paul 

told them that the Holy Spirit had made them overseers. They 

were called by God to watch out for the flock. They were called 

to shepherd the church of God. The church belongs to God. It is 

his church. God the Son purchased128 the church with his own 

blood.129 

Paul gave the reason that they needed to guard the flock 

(Acts 20:29–32). He predicted that after his departure, savage 

wolves would come and not spare the flock. False teachers are 

the savage wolves that do not spare the flock. Paul warned of an 

attack from outside the existing church. He also warned of a 

danger within the church as he predicted that men would arise 

from the church in Ephesus and speak perverse things to draw 

away the disciples after themselves.130 

                                                 
127 The Greek words for Holy Spirit in Acts 20:28 are τὸ πνεῦμα τὸ 

ἅγιον. Paul emphasized the work of the Holy Spirit in Ephesians (1:13, 

17; 2:2, 18, 22; 3:5, 16; 4:3, 4, 23, 30; 5:9, 18; 6:17, 18).  

 
128 The Greek word for purchased in Acts 20:28 is περιεποιήσατο. 

Paul wrote that deacons who serve well “obtain” for themselves a good 

standing and great boldness in the faith which is in Christ Jesus (1 Tim 

3:13). The Greek word περιποιήσεως is used by Paul in Ephesians 1:14 

to describe the Christian as God's “purchased possession.” This word is 

also used by Paul in 1 Thessalonians 5:9 and 2 Thessalonians 2:14. 

 
129 The Greek word for blood in Acts 20:28 is αἵματος, and it refers 

to the physical blood that Jesus shed on the cross to pay the penalty for 

the sins of the world. The apostle Paul referred to the blood of Jesus in 

Ephesians. He told the Ephesians that we have redemption through 

Jesus’ blood (Eph 1:7). Gentiles who were once afar off have been 

brought near through the blood of Christ (Eph 2:13). Paul also used 

the blood in his other epistles (Rom 3:25; 5:9; 1 Cor 10:16; 11:25, 27; 

15:50; Gal 1:16; Col 1:14, 20).  

 
130 The apostle Paul's prediction came to pass. Paul wrote Timothy 

and told him to stay in Ephesus to charge false teachers to teach no 

other doctrine (1 Tim 1:3-11). The Lord Jesus sent a letter to the 

church at Ephesus and commended them for testing those who said 
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Paul Commended the Ephesian Elders to God and to His Word 

(Acts 20:32) 

 
The apostle Paul knew that he was going away and that he 

might not see the Ephesian elders again. First, he committed 

them to God. Paul recognized that God could meet their every 

need. Second, Paul committed the Ephesian elders to the word 

of God’s grace. The message of Paul was the word of God’s grace. 

The word grace means undeserved or unmerited favor. This 

word emphasizes what God has done for us that we could never 

do (Eph 2:8–9). The word of God's grace is able to do two things. 

First the word of God's grace is able to build up.131 Later Paul 

would write the Ephesians from house arrest in Rome. He would 

tell them that God gave the church pastors and teachers to equip 

the saints to do the work of the ministry for the building up of 

the body of Christ (Eph 4:12, 16). The Bible edifies or builds 

people up. Second, the word of God's grace gives Christians an 

inheritance132 among all those who are sanctified.133 Inheritance 

                                                                                                      
they were apostles and discovering that they were liars (Rev 2:2) and 

for hating the deeds of the Nicolaitans (Rev 2:6). 

 
131 The Greek word for “build up” in Acts 20:32 is the infinitive 

οἰκοδομῆσαι. The apostle Paul used a form of this word in Ephesians. 

Gentile Christians have been built on the foundation of the apostles 

and prophets in the whole building of the church (Eph 2:20-21). Gifted 

Christians are to equip the saints for the work of the ministry for the 

edifying (or building up) of the body of Christ (Eph 4:12). When every 

part of the body of Christ works together this group activity causes the 

growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love (Eph 4:16). 

Christians should only speak words that are good the lead to 

edification (Eph 4:29). 

 
132 The Greek word for inheritance in Acts 20:32 is κληρονομίαν. 

Paul used the word inheritance in Ephesians as well. The Holy Spirit is 

given to the Christian at salvation as a guarantee of our inheritance 

(Eph 1:14). Paul prayed for the Ephesian Christians that they might 

know what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints 

(Eph 1:18). Paul warned the Ephesian Christians about sexual 

immorality and stated that immoral people would not have any 
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is a key concept in the book of Ephesians. It refers to the 

spiritual riches that Christians have in Christ (Eph 1:11, 14).  

 
Paul Reminded the Ephesian Elders of His Unselfish Ministry in 

Ephesus (Acts 20:33–35) 

 
Paul reminded the Ephesian elders of his unselfish ministry 

when he was there in Ephesus during his third missionary 

journey. He said, “I have coveted no one’s silver or gold or 

apparel.” Paul was not in the ministry for what he could get out 

of it. He guarded his heart and his motives. Paul did not want 

things that did not belong to him. Paul worked with his hands 

and provided for his own necessities (food, clothing, shelter) 

and for those who were with him (his coworkers in the 

ministry). Paul worked as a tentmaker (Acts 18:3). Paul 

demonstrated the importance of hard work. He labored134 to 

support the weak.135 Paul worked hard to be an example to the 

                                                                                                      
inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God (Eph 5:5). Paul stated 

that servants who serve the Lord Jesus Christ will receive the reward 

of the inheritance (Col 1:24). 

 
133 The Greek word for sanctified in Acts 20:32 is ἡγιασμένοις. All 

Christians have positionally been set apart from sin to their Savior, the 

Lord Jesus Christ. Paul told the Ephesians that Christ loved the church 

and gave himself for her that he might sanctify or set her apart (Eph 

5:26). Paul used the word “sanctified” to describe the Christians in 

Corinth (1 Cor 1:2). Before they trusted in Christ they were sexually 

immoral, adulterers, homosexuals, thieves, covetous, drunkards, 

revilers, and extortionists. But they were sanctified and justified in the 

name of the Lord Jesus by the Spirit (1 Cor 6:11). Paul used the word 

in several other epistles (1 Cor 7:14; 1 Thess 5:23; 1 Tim 4:5; 2 Tim 

2:21). 
 
134 The Greek word for laboring in Acts 20:35 is the participle 

κοπιῶντας.  

 
135 Paul told the Thessalonian believers, “For you remember, 

brethren, our labor and toil; for laboring night and day, that we might 

not be a burden to any of you, we preached to you the gospel of God” 
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Ephesian elders. He wrote, “I have shown you in every way, by 

laboring like this, that you must support the weak.” Paul 

exhorted the Ephesian elders to remember the words of the 

Lord Jesus, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” This is 

the only direct quotation from Jesus’ earthly ministry recorded 

outside of the gospels. 

 
Paul Prayed and Wept with the Ephesian Elders before Leaving 

Them (Acts 20:36–38) 

 
After Paul had preached this challenging message to the 

Ephesian elders, he knelt down and prayed with them. Paul 

loved these elders. These Ephesian elders were his disciples and 

now they were going to shepherd the church that he helped to 

establish. Paul’s prayers in the epistles give a glimpse at 

possibly some of the requests that Paul would have prayed for 

them (Eph 1:15–23; Eph 3:14–21; Phil 1:9–11; Col 1:9-14; 1 

Thess 3:11-13). These men then wept freely and fell on Paul’s 

neck and kissed him. Here we see the love that the Ephesian 

elders had for Paul and his love for them. The ability to cry and 

express affection is an evidence of the love of Christ and the 

depth of friendship and love that Paul and these Ephesian elders 

had for one another. One of the reasons for the display of 

emotion was the fact that Paul told the Ephesian elders that they 

would not see him again. The Ephesian elders then accompanied 

Paul to his ship. 

 
SUMMARY 

 
The apostle Paul and his team established the church at 

Ephesus on his second and third missionary journeys. Intense 

spiritual warfare was involved in the planting of this church. 

Understanding this biblically established sitz im leben is 

important to comprehend the background of the theology of 

                                                                                                      
(1 Thess 2:9). Though Paul had every right to financial support, he 

chose not to use that right so he could offer the gospel “free of charge” 

(1 Cor 9:1–18). 
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Ephesians. Ephesians emphasizes the power of Christ over the 

demonic powers. Christians are challenged to wear spiritual 

armor in order to defeat the devil and his demons (Eph 6:10–

18). As a result of Paul's preaching the gospel and teaching the 

disciples in the school of Tyrannus, all of Asia heard the gospel, 

and churches were established in the region (Acts 19:9–10). The 

church at Ephesus was made up of former followers of John the 

Baptist who had become Christians, former idol worshippers of 

Artemis and other Greek gods and goddesses, and those who 

had formerly been involved in magic and the occult. There was 

possibly racial tension as well as social problems as a result of 

the backgrounds of these first Christians in Ephesus. The 

temptation to return to their former religious practices was 

constantly before them. Paul wrote his epistle to the Ephesian 

church to help them to understand the nature and function of 

the church. Paul develops many of the same theological themes 

in Ephesians that he made in his message to the Ephesian elders 

at Miletus.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
The term chiliasm comes from the Greek word χίλιοι 

meaning a thousand or millennium.1  The Encyclopedia of 

Christianity points the reader from the term chiliasm to 
millenarian with the description: “Millenarianism, or chiliasm, 
was originally the expectation of a thousand-year reign of 
salvation in which the elect would reign with Christ before the 
end of world history.”2  By “originally” Fahlbusch and Bromiley 
refer to the teaching in Revelation 20:2–6 and by various early 
church fathers. The Encyclopedia of Reformed Faith links 
millennialism and chiliasm similarly: “Millennialism (Lat.), or 
chiliasm (Gr.) refers to a type of Christian eschatology organized 
around the notion of a thousand–year reign of Christ at the close 
of history. The idea is derived from Rev. 20:2–7, the only biblical 
occurrences of the expression.”3  While correct to say (strictly in 
relationship to the reign of Christ), the expression “thousand 
years” occurs only in Revelation 20:2–7 (three times). Some 

                                                 
1 William Arndt, F. Wilbur Gingrich, Frederick Danker, A Greek-

English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 

Literature, 2nd ed. (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1979), 882. 

 

2 Erwin Fahlbusch and Geoffrey William Bromiley, Encyclopedia of 

Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999–2003), 3:538.  
 

3 Donald K. McKim and David F. Wright, Encyclopedia of the 

Reformed Faith, 1st ed. (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1992), 
240. 
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believe, however, a thousand-year reign of Christ at the end of 
history can be found elsewhere in the New and Old Testaments.4  

Modern theologians often defend their view of the 
millennium by citing early church fathers. Such historical 
analysis is not mere name dropping. For example, Larry 
Crutchfield, starting a six-part series on “The Early Church 
Fathers and the Foundations of Dispensationalism,” expressed 
frustration that opponents of dispensationalism claim 
dispensationalists have “no historical antecedents for their 
doctrine prior to John Nelson Darby.”5  Crutchfield offered 
counterarguments by means of his historical research. He 
demonstrated chiliastic connections with the earliest Christian 
writings after the apostles because they “may be regarded as 

                                                 
4 For example, Lewis Sperry Chafer, the founding president of 

Dallas Theological Seminary sees chiliasm as referring “in a general 

sense to the doctrine of the millennium, or kingdom age that is yet to 
be…. The distinctive feature of this doctrine is that He will return 

before the thousand years and therefore will characterize those years 

by His personal presence and by exercise of His rightful authority, 
securing and sustaining all the blessings on the earth which are 

ascribed to that period. The term chiliasm has been superseded by the 

designation premillennialism; and naturally … more is implied in the 
term than a mere reference to a thousand years. It is a thousand years 

which is said to intervene between the first and second of humanity’s 

resurrections (Rev 20:4–6), which resurrections are named in 1 

Corinthians 15:23–26…” (Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology, 
Vol. 4 (1948; repr., Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1976), 264. A more thorough 

introduction might include discussion of OT passages used by some to 

support teaching on chiliasm (e.g., Ezek 34, 36–38, 47–48; Dan 7, 9, 12; 
Jer 30–31; Amos 9; Joel 2–3; Zeph 1, 3; Zech 2, 8, 10–14; Isa 11, 49, 60, 

62, Mic 4, 7) as well as Second Temple Judaistic apocryphal writings 

and even some NT passages (e.g., John 12:33f:  “We have heard from 
the Law that the Christ remains forever”; cf., Ps 89:4; 110:4; Isa 9:7; 

Ezek 37:25; Luke 1:33). 

 
5 Larry V. Crutchfield, “The Early Church Fathers and the 

Foundations of Dispensationalism: Part I—Setting the Stage: The 

Participants and Theological Principles in the Debate,” Conservative 

Theological Journal 2, no. 4 (March 1998): 19; (hereafter these six 
journals will be referred to by “CTJ year:volume:page(s)”).  
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belonging to what Ryrie calls ‘the first and purest centuries’ of 
church history.”6  

Walvoord also appealed to early church history to support 
premillennialism, complaining that many church historians have 
“held low views of premillennialism, with the result that 
premillennialism has seldom had fair consideration in historical 
treatments of Christian doctrine.”7  He wanted to set the record 
straight, claiming that the “testimony of history unites in one 
river of evidence that the theology of the Old and New 
Testament and the theology of the early church was not only 
premillennial, but that its premillennialism was practically 
undisputed except by heretics and skeptics until the time of 
Augustine.”8  Ryrie simply asserted that “premillennialism is the 

                                                 
6 Ibid., 20, citing Charles C. Ryrie, The Basis of the Premillennial 

Faith (Neptune, NJ: Loizeaux Brothers, 1953), 26. Such expressions, 
however, do not necessarily expose a need to show concurrence with 

early church traditions by the authors of the secondary sources 

evaluated in this work (except perhaps the Catholic and Eastern 
Orthodox authors). Instead, the Protestant theologians and church 

historians evaluated herein concur that the Word of God provides the 

source and gives the authority for their millennial views. E.g., George 

Peters, upon whom John Walvoord strongly leans for his 
understanding of early church chiliasm,  argues that his chiliasm “is 

not based on Councils; and we do not quote the latter to give it any 

authority, but only as a historical fact bearing on the continuance of its 
extent, at a time when abuses came trooping in and the doctrines 

heretofore held were beginning to fade before the incoming Hierarch” 

(George Peters, The Theocratic Kingdom, Vol. 1, [repr. Ed., Grand 
Rapids: Kregel, 1952, 1972], 518). 

 

7 John Walvoord, The Millennial Kingdom (1953; repr., Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1979), 113. 
 

8 Ibid. He does soften this position slightly in the following 

sentence where he equates Christ’s coming as a prelude to the earthly 
establishment of his kingdom and righteousness.  
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historic faith of the Church.”9  Are these dispensational 
premillennialists correct10 or does amillennialist Louis Berkhof 
present a more balanced assessment of early Christian chiliasm: 
that some embraced a “literal interpretation of Rev 20:1–6 … 
[s]ome … in a crassly materialist manner…. Others…while 
teaching the doctrine, avoided its extravagances” and still others 
show no trace of it in their writings”?11  

This article represents an analysis of early church fathers’ 
statements about the millennium in light of their modern 
amillennial and premillennial interpreters. But other 
interpreters exist as well. Thus, Ryrie warned that 
amillennialists and historic premillennialists misdirect readers 
from the truth of the matter either by denying premillennialism 
in the early church fathers or arguing that the premillennialism 
of the early church was so different from that of modern 
premillennialists that it should be called something different, 
like historic premillennialism.12  George Eldon Ladd is a modern 
proponent of this latter view. He argued that most early church 
fathers who held to an earthly reign of Christ, believed in his 

                                                 
9 Ryrie, The Basis of the Premillennial Faith, 17. He goes on to 

address how amillennialist or historical premillennialists misdirect the 
reader from the truth of this matter. 

 
10 One Dallas Seminary graduate, Allan Boyd, who wrote his 

master’s thesis on the theme of the millennium in the Ante-Nicene 
Fathers thinks not. “Boyd concluded the following in response, ‘It is the 

conclusion of this thesis that Dr. Ryrie's statement is historically invalid 

within the chronological framework of this thesis [apostolic age through 

Justin Martyr]” (Alan Patrick Boyd, A Dispensational Premillennial 

Analysis of the Eschatology of the Post-Apostolic Fathers Until the Death 

of Justin Martyr (Unpublished master's thesis, Dallas Theological 
Seminary, 1977), 47, cited in Thomas Albrecht, "Some Questions and 
Answers on Eschatology," <http://members.aol.com/twarren19/ 

athacreed.html#*2> (accessed 18 March 2008). 

 
11 Louis Berkhof, The History of Christian Doctrine (repr., Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 1975), 262. 

 
12 Ryrie, Basis of the Premillennial Faith, 17. 
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posttribulational coming—a position distinct from most modern 
premillennialists.13  His study of the millennium in early church 
writings, along with that of D. H. Kromminga (another self-
professed historic premillennialist) will be analyzed as well. 14  
This paper touches on certain other interpretations of the early 
church fathers’ chiliasm, for example, realized eschatology, 
which might be linked to a more centrist eschatological system 
like progressive dispensationalism.15 But since most modern 
analysis has focused on the former three perspectives, they will 
lead this discussion.  

                                                 
13 He makes this point in his book The Blessed Hope [(1956; repr., 

Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983)], stating that “the central thesis of this 
book is that the Blessed Hope is the second coming of Jesus Christ and 

not a pretribulation rapture (Ibid., 11; emphasis his). 

 

14 D. H. Kromminga, The Millennium in the Church (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1945), 6. 

 
15 For example, church historian John Kelly sees in the NT and 

apostolic fathers both a sense of “realized eschatology” and a future 

hope of Christ’s kingdom: “In other words, history had reached its 

climax and the reign of God, as so many of our Lord’s parables imply, 
had been effectively inaugurated … with … an equally vivid expectation 

that the wonderful outpouring of grace so far accomplished was only 

the beginning and would in due course, indeed shortly, receive its 
dramatic completion” (J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, rev. ed. 

[San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978], 459). While it would be 

anachronistic to call Kelly a progressive dispensationalist, his 
perspective appears to contain nascent aspects of this perspective, 

which he apparently sees reflected in at least apostolic fathers. A 

Roman Catholic historian, Brian Daley, also shows tendencies of 

emphasized realized eschatology in the early church fathers (Brian E. 
Daley, The Hope of the Early Church: A Handbook of Patristic 

Eschatology [repr., Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2003]). This 

researcher found no postmillennialist promoting his eschatology 
beyond Daniel Whitby, who will be included in the study as well.  
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Assumptions  

 
Prior to such an undertaking it is appropriate to delineate 

one’s presuppositions. First, this author believes God’s 
revelation in the 66 books of the Old and New Testaments is the 
word of God and sufficient for faith and practice. This includes 
its sufficiency for the development of sound doctrine. Yet it is 
affirmed that a survey of the history of doctrine and the history 
of interpretation on a given set of scriptural passages can 
provide useful insights.16   

Nevertheless, careful historiography demands awareness of 
the cultural context in which a given author wrote, rather than 
misreading him for some contemporary purpose. This approach 
often results in anachronisms. Therefore, this work provides 
brief historical backgrounds for each author (source). 
Furthermore, larger sections are quoted, in order to provide 
context rather than proof texts to verify a particular chiliastic 
view. It goes beyond this article, however, to interact 
significantly between a given author’s interpretation and the 
Scripture. Therefore, the goal of this paper is not to settle the 
issue of which millennial view is biblical. Rather, the goal is to 

provide a fairly thorough answer as to which millennial view or 

views Ante-Nicene church leaders held.  
Second, it is not assumed that interpretations or doctrines 

expressed in early Christian writings automatically reinforce 
correct biblical interpretations. Early church fathers, in the 
genesis of doctrinal development, often did not clearly nor 
systematically state their doctrinal positions. So what is proved 
by showing that the early church held a particular chiliastic 
view? Certainly linkage to early church tradition (or general 
consensus on doctrine) is of far greater concern to Eastern 

                                                 
16 Insights such as the interrelationship between interpretation 

and culture; interpretation and theological development; relationships 

and methods or types of interpretation. See the next section on 

methods.  
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Orthodox (who based their faith on “Scripture in Tradition”)17 
and especially Roman Catholics (who see Scripture and 
Tradition as two columns holding up the Church).18  On the 
other hand, Protestants, who hold to Sola Scriptura, will not lose 
sleep over varying doctrinal affirmation in the early church, 
especially in eschatology, since for Protestants the Bible itself 
rather than someone’s interpretation is the authority.19  George 
Ladd exemplifies this view: 

                                                 
17 Because Eastern Orthodoxy consistently confuses inspiration 

with illumination and rarely make a distinction between the original 

inspired author and modern inspired interpreter, the early church 

fathers are far more significant for them (John A. McGuckin,  “Recent 
Biblical Hermeneutics in Patristic Perspective: The Tradition of 

Orthodoxy,” Greek Orthodox Theological Review, 47, no. 1–4 (2002): 

299). Another Eastern Orthodox NT (EOC) scholar, John Breck affirms 

a “Spirit-led” interpretation because he is convinced that what the EOC 
says is right. This is adequate explanation for him because according to 

the EOC, the Holy Spirit continues to inspire the church, therefore, the 

patristic witness, particularly as embodied in the seven ecumenical 
councils weigh heavily in determining doctrine for Eastern Orthodoxy 

(John Breck, Scripture in Tradition: The Bible and its Interpretation in 

the Orthodox Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary P, 2001), 
esp. 9–11, 91). 

 
18 For Catholics, according to their Catechism of the Catholic Church 

(New York: Doubleday, 1995), paragraph 80, both Tradition (capitalized 
by them) and Scripture are ‘Sacred.’  And this Tradition “transmits in its 

entirety the Word of God which has been entrusted to the apostles by 

Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit . . . . to the successor of the apostles so 
that , enlightened by the Spirit of truth, they may faithfully preserve, 

expound, and spread it abroad by their preaching” (par. 81). This 

demands equal acceptance, honor, devotion and reverence for Catholics of 
both Scripture and Tradition, since from both they believe they obtain 

“certainty about all revealed truths” (par. 82). Note the emphasis on 

certainty about God’s revelation available through the Catholic 

Magisterium, which would include patristic teachings upon which they 
place their seal. 

 
19 For more on this topic see Keith A. Mathison, The Shape of Sola 

Scriptura (Moscow, ID: Canon, 2001). 
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We are not turning to the church fathers to find authority for pre- 

or posttribulationism. The one authority is the Word of God, and 
we are not confined in the strait-jacket of tradition. Our purpose is 

to place this question in a proper historical perspective, inasmuch 

as some teachers claim that pretribulationism is an ancient and 
honorable doctrine and one which is necessary for Christian 

faith.20   

 
Methods and Outline  

 
This study follows a chronological analysis of early church 

fathers’ millennial views, grouping them into the broad 
categories of apostolic fathers, apologists, and early theologians. 
It covers the period from the completion of the NT through the 
Nicene Council (AD 90–325). The article summarizes issues of 
provenance, audience, and basic content for each early church 
author or document (when the author is unknown), prior to 
addressing what these primary source documents say about the 
millennium. The work also presents a sustained analysis of 
various contemporary authors’ evaluations and interpretations 
of these primary sources relative to the millennium. This is 
accomplished by asking such questions as how do the various 
modern amillennialists, historic premillennialists, 
dispensational premillennialists (and postmillennialists) view 
this early church author (or work)? Do they see him (it) as in 
their camp or out and why? How strong are each of their 
arguments and which, if any, are conclusive? In other words, in 

                                                 
20 George Eldon Ladd, The Blessed Hope: A Biblical Study of the 

Second Advent and the Rapture (1956; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1984), 19–20. For discussion on the contemporary usefulness of 
historical analysis of doctrinal development see Christopher A. Hall, 

Learning Theology with the Church Fathers (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 2002); Thomas C. Oden, The Rebirth of Orthodoxy: Signs of 

New Life in Christianity (San Francisco: Harper, 2003). Perhaps Ladd 
overstates his latter point that pretribulationism as “necessary for 

Christian faith,” though at least one author below seems to hold that 

view (Peters), and it is certainly used as a litmus test of orthodoxy in 
certain circles. 
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which modern eschatological camp, if any, does each church 
father fit? 

The secondary literature includes writings from committed 
traditional dispensational premillennialists, amillennialists, 
historic premillennialists, and a postmillennialist. Specifically, 
the perspectives (regarding Ante-Nicene fathers’ chiliasm) of 
Lewis S. Chafer, Larry Crutchfield, Brian Daley,21 W. J. Grier,22 J. 
N. D. Kelly, D. H. Kromminga, George Ladd, George Peters,23 
Charles Ryrie, Philip Schaff,24 William Shedd,25 John Walvoord, 
and Daniel Whitby26 among others are reviewed. Generally, the 
church fathers reviewed were included because one or more of 
these modern authors claims him in or out of his camp.27    
While a level of independence is expressed in the research, 
many of the specific passages in the primary sources were 
chosen based on the analysis or citing by one or more of these 
"modern" theologians or historians. By interacting with 

                                                 
21 Daley, The Hope of the Early Church. 
 

22 W. J. Grier, The Momentous Event: A Discussion of Scripture 

Teaching on the Second Advent (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 
1945). 

 

23 George N. H. Peters, The Theocratic Kingdom, Vol. 1 (1952; repr., 

Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1972). 
 

24 Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, Vol. 2 (1910; repr., 

Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976). 
 

25 William G. T. Shedd, A History of Christian Doctrine, Vol. 2 (1897; 

repr., Birmingham: Solid Ground Christian Books, 2006). 
 

26 Daniel Whitby, A Treatise on the True Millennium (n.c.: n.p., n.d.). 

 

27 In several instances, however, they reference a father which this 
study does not address, either because so little primary source 

material is available to reasonably and independently ascertain the 

veracity of the claim, or simply to limit the scope of this article. 
 



Chiliasm in the Early Church until Nicea: Apostolic Fathers   141 

theologians and historians from most of the millennial 
persuasions, it is hoped this work will provide a balanced 
treatment.28 The latter part of the article summarizes the 
various church fathers’ views of chiliasm and makes a modest 
sketch of chiliasm’s trajectory beyond the Nicene Council. 

 
ANALYTICAL REVIEW OF CHILIASM 

 IN THE EARLY CHURCH FATHERS 

 
What influenced the early church fathers’ understanding of 

the millennial kingdom? Certainly the OT and NT played a 
pivotal role, but a separate analysis of those pertinent passages 
must be set aside as beyond the scope of this article.29  Related 
to this is the Jewish understanding of the millennium. The 
amillennial church historian William Shedd, after defining 
chiliasm,30 affirms that this view comports with “the Later-

                                                 
28 Cf. this approach to Vern Poythress, Symphonic Theology: The 

Validity of Multiple Perspectives in Theology, (1987; repr., Phillipburg, 
NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2001); cf. Gordon R. Lewis and Bruce 

A. Demarest, Integrative Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 

24–56. 
 

29 For a brief review of the various views and relevant scriptures 

see Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Downers Grove, IL: 

Intervarsity, 1994), 1111–39. For a more thorough comparison and 
analysis see Robert G. Clouse, ed., The Meaning of the Millennium: Four 

Views (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1977). Of course, some 

attention will be given to biblical passages as they are addresses by 
Ante-Nicene fathers in support of their millennialism. 

 

30 He defines it as “the doctrine of two resurrections (Rev. xx.),—
the first, that of the righteous dead at the time of the second advent of 

Christ, and the second that of the righteous and the wicked at the end 

of the world, —and a personal corporeal reign of Christ between them, 

for a thousand years, upon the renovated earth” (Shedd, History of 

Christian Doctrine, II.389). Interestingly, George Peters names Shedd 

among other “bitter and unrelenting opposers” of chiliasm in the early 

church fathers. In light of the extensiveness of Peters’s writing on the 
matter, it should prove advantageous to keep an eye on Shedd’s 
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Jewish doctrine concerning the Messianic kingdom.”31  
Kromminga believed that Jewish OT and extra-biblical 
apocryphal literature (like the Apocalypse of Baruch and the 
Fourth Book of Esdras) not only provided fertile ground for the 
development of the NT eschatological scheme, but also were 
employed by some early church fathers for their chiliastic 
views.32 

Certainly the early church included numerous Jewish 
converts, many of whom embraced Jewish chiliasm. That such 
radical or heretical groups like the Essenes33 and Ebionites 

                                                                                                      
limited comments. Peters again points out that Shedd is unfair by 

claiming that those early church fathers who say nothing about the 
millennium are proven amillennialists (Peters, Theocratic Kingdom, 

I.482). Such an approach (arguing from silence) will not be taken in 

this article.  

 

31 “The Jews at the time of the Incarnation were expecting a 

personal prince, and a corporeal reign, in the Messiah who was to 

come; and one of the principal grounds of their rejection of Christ was 
the fact that he represented the Messiah’s rule as a spiritual one in the 

hearts of men…” (Shedd, History of Christian Doctrine, II.389). By 

“Later-Jewish doctrine” Shedd may be referring to extra-biblical 
apocryphal writings or perhaps to what he considers Jewish overly 

literal interpretations of OT texts, which they applied to the Messiah. 

But Shedd does not necessary reject a restoration of the kingdom to 

Israel (Acts 1:6), but merely its establishment prior to the completion 
of church’s evangelistic task (Ibid., II.390).  

 

32 Kromminga, Millennium in the Church, 25. He later softened his 
acceptance of Jewish apocrypha, emphasizing Rev 20 (Ibid., 42); cf. the 

use of Baruch chap. 4:36—chap. 5 in Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 5.35.1 

and following. 
 

33 Cf., Randall Price, “The Eschatology of the Dead Sea Scrolls,” 

(<www.worldofthebible.com/Bible%20Studies/dedseascroll.pdf,> 

[accessed 29 March 2008]). He includes a helpful bibliography and 
notes that an “Israeli scholar Shemaryahu Talmon … classif[ied the 

community that preserved the Dead Sea Scrolls] as ‘the most decidedly 

millenarian movement in Second Temple Judaism and possible in 
antiquity altogether, Christianity included.’” While not explicitly citing 
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embraced a Jewish millenarianism as did the Gnostic leader 
Cerinthius, did not bode well for chiliasm’s long acceptance in 
Christian circles.34 Nevertheless, a significant acceptance of a 
form of chiliasm does appear among many in the early church, 
albeit different from most modern forms, which this paper will 
seek to establish. While difficult to detail how the Jewish 
insurgencies around the times of the AD 67–70 destruction of 
Jerusalem and the Bar-Kokhba rebellion35 influenced the 
development of early church eschatology, one point seems clear. 
In its infancy, Christianity benefited from its association as a 
Jewish sect. This allowed Christians to stay below the radar of 
the Roman legal machine. But, with the growing animosity 
between Jews and Romans, this relationship could not last. 
Christians would have to distinguish themselves. This too 
influenced the form of chiliasm in early church writers.36  

                                                                                                      
his source in this article, Price includes only one work from Talmon in 
the bibliography The World of Qumran from Within (Jerusalem: The 

Magnes, 1989). 

 

34 Schaff, History of the Christian Church, II.614. 

 
35 See introduction to Apologists below. 
 
36 "The term 'millenarianism' took its origin from the solution that 

the Book of Revelation proposed for the contradictions that early 

Christians were experiencing: they were facing severe tribulations, yet 
they believed in the presence of God’s rule. God would shortly gain the 

victory over his enemies and give to martyrs, and to all who resisted 

ungodly power, a new life that no 'second,' or definitive, death could 
ever end. For a thousand years they would reign with God and Christ 

in priestly closeness before Satan would be granted another short 

space of time at the end of history (20:4–6, 7–10). 
This conception of historical eschatology was new in primitive 

Christianity; there are no other instances of the idea of an intervening 

messianic reign on earth (including 1 Cor. 15:20–28), and it maintains 

its independent status even over against related traditions in Judaism 
(e.g., 4 Ezra 7:26–33; 2 Apoc. Bar. 29–30). There might be some 

relation to Persian eschatology, which in late antiquity formulated the 

hope of a thousand-year restoration of the beginning after a final 
battle between good and evil (Bahman Yasht 3.61), and to Plato 
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Apostolic Fathers 

 

This group of writings presents the most ancient Christian 
works after the NT. Some of them perhaps were written as early 
as the later NT books. They generally include the Didache, the 
Epistle of Barnabas, First Clement, seven epistles of Ignatius, the 
Epistle of Polycarp, the Martyrdom of Polycarp, the Shepherd of 

Hermas, the Epistle to Diognetus, Quadratus Fragment, and 
Papias of Hierapolis. Written mostly between the late first 
century and 140, these letters and writings tend to be simple 
expressions of Christian hope and faith. The early church faced 
persecution; therefore many of the apostolic writings address 
faithfulness to Christ in this context (e.g., First Clement, 5–6). All 
of these sources will receive some attention except the 
Quadratus Fragment which offers no substantive statements on 
the millennium. Millennialists of practically every stripe 
carefully analyze these writings for glimpses of connections to 
their camp. 

 
Clement of Rome 

 
Clement was presbyter and then bishop in Rome, apparently 

the third in the history of that great church. He wrote the First 

Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians37 on account of troubles in 

                                                                                                      
[Politicus] 10.614–16. In its distinctive form, however, Rev. 20:4–6 is 

an innovation in religious history. It precedes even Christian 

speculation about a world-week in which each day counts as a 
thousand years (Barn. 15.4–5)” (Fahlbusch and Bromiley, Encyclopedia 

of Christianity, 3:538.) 

 
37 Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, The 

Ante-Nicene Fathers Vol. I: Translations of the Writings of the Fathers 

Down to A.D. 325, The Apostolic Fathers With Justin Martyr and Irenaeus 

(Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems, 1997), 5–21; (hereafter ANF, I). 
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the church similar to those addressed by Paul. Clement wrote 
somewhere between 96 and 110.38   

What does Clement say about the millennium? He 
emphasizes the kingdom’s imminence, for example in First 

Clement 50: 
 
All the generations from Adam even unto this day have passed 
away; but those who, through the grace of God, have been made 

perfect in love, now possess a place among the godly, and shall be 

made manifest at the revelation of the kingdom of Christ. For it is 

written, “Enter into thy secret chambers for a little time, until my 
wrath and fury pass away; and I will remember a propitious day, 

and will raise you up out of your graves.”39  

 
Clement also stresses the suddenness of Christ’s return (First 

Clement 23:3–5): 
 

Wherefore let us not be double-minded; neither let our soul be 

lifted up on account of His exceedingly great and glorious gifts. Far 
from us be that which is written, “Wretched are they who are of a 

double mind, and of a doubting heart; who say, These things we 

have heard even in the times of our fathers; but, behold, we have 

grown old, and none of them has happened unto us.” Ye foolish 
ones! Compare yourselves to a tree: take [for instance] the vine. 

First of all, it sheds its leaves, then it buds, next it puts forth leaves, 

and then it flowers; after that comes the sour grape, and then 
follows the ripened fruit. Ye perceive how in a little time the fruit 

of a tree comes to maturity. Of a truth, soon and suddenly shall His 

will be accomplished, as the Scripture also bears witness, saying, 
“Speedily will He come, and will not tarry;” and, “The Lord shall 

suddenly come to His temple, even the Holy One, for whom ye 

look.”40  

                                                 
38 J. Newton, “Clement of Rome,” in Who's Who in Christian History, 

ed. J. D. Douglas, Philip Wesley Comfort, and Donald Mitchell 

(Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 1997, 1992); Daley, Hope of the Early 

Church, 10. 
 
39 ANF, I.18 (emphasis mine). 

 
40 ANF, I.11. 



146   The Journal of Ministry and Theology 

 

He expresses eschatological apologetics similar to those in 2 
Peter.41 The imminence of the Lord’s return alone, however, 
provides a weak basis for proving one eschatological 
perspective over another since premillennialists, historic-
premillennialists, and amillennialists all emphasize it.42   

                                                 
41 Cf., Daley, Hope of the Early Church, 10. 
 
42 For examples of modern amillennialists who showed such 

"inconsistency" of holding to the imminent return of Christ while 
holding to amillennialism, despite the passage of time and 

development of eschatological doctrine in general and the chiliastic 

doctrine in particular, Oswald Allis, who taught at Princeton and then 
at the newly founded Westminster Seminary, serves well. He wrote, 

“Amillennialists, who believe in a spiritual millennium which is past or 

nearly past, and . . . Amillennialists who do not believe in any earthly 

millennium at all, may approximate very closely to that of 
Premillennialists regarding the imminence of the coming” (Oswald T. 

Allis, Prophecy and the Church [Philadelphia: Presbyterian and 

Reformed, 1945], 167–168). Allis even claims that there have been 
premillennialists who “have not claimed, as a rule, that the advent is 

‘imminent’ in the sense that there can be no known events still to take 

place before it” (Ibid., 168). He then gives exposition to passages like 
Luke 12:38 and Matt 25:5, and notes the necessary completion of 

events like the Great Commission, arguing for a significant period of 

time between Christ’s first and second coming concurrently with 

affirming Christ’s imminent return. Berkouwer, an amillennialist, sees 
imminence as a reference to being “unexpected but it will not be un-

expected” (G. C. Berkouwer, The Return of Christ [Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1972], 85; cf. 66–67, 159.). His acknowledged equivocation 
is based on his understanding of 1 Thessalonians 5:1, 4, 5 that those 

who are "sons of the day" will be prepared and ready, but the others 

will experience Jesus’ coming like the suddenness of a thief in the 
night. From such glances at what amillennialists themselves say about 

imminence, one may not agree with their exegesis and perhaps call 

them inconsistent, but one would not call them millenarian because 

they affirm Christ’s imminent return. If this is so for modern 
amillennialists (who have the benefits of 19th and 20th century 

chiliastic development), then perhaps this argument holds even more 

strongly for early church fathers who held to Christ’s imminent return. 
Namely, one should not make too strong an argument for or against a 
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Accepting some kind of millennialism in First Clement, Ladd 
contended that its imminence therein does not demand a 
pretribulation premillennial rapture. He observed from First 

Clement that “the expectation of the coming of Christ included 
the events which would attend and precede His coming”43 even 
as Clement’s metaphor described the budding and ripening of 
the fruit as a harbinger of its maturity. Ladd suggested that a 
complex of events occurs together (Antichrist, tribulation, 
return of Christ), but to define their chronology is unsound.44  
Furthermore, Clement underscores the return of the Lord and 
the resurrection, not to prove or discuss a millennial kingdom, 
but to promote holy and humble living in the present world.45  
More germane, Clement’s promise of God’s blessing for 
obedience is vague and not tied to millennial hopes, but 
compared with Abraham (e.g., in First Clement, 30). He speaks of 
blessings, rewards and promised gifts for the faithful (e.g., in 
First Clement, 34–35).46   

On the other hand, despite the rather limited source 
material, many premillennialists like Ryrie47 and Peters48 

                                                                                                      
father holding to literal chiliasm merely from an affirmation of Christ’s 

imminent return. See also the amillennialist Daley, Hope of the Early 

Church, 1–4 on the ubiquitous nature of the eschatological hope in the 

early church. 

 
43 Ladd, The Blessed Hope, 20. 
 
44 Ibid. 

 
45 See, e.g., First Clement, 23–29.  

 
46 While few historians would place 2 Clement here, considered an 

anonymous homily, it has far more and explicit eschatological 

references to the kingdom 19.3–4, 11.7, and bodily resurrection, chap. 

9, cf. 14.5 (Daley, The Hope of the Early Church, 16). 

 
47 On the support the above First Clement 23 reference to the 

imminence of the Lord’s return (Ryrie, Basis of the Premillennial Faith, 

20).  
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claimed Clement for their camp. The premillennialist, 
Crutchfield more cautiously admitted that “the direct evidence 
for this assumption is not strong” and calls most of the evidence 

                                                                                                      
48 Peters (Theocratic Kingdom, I.493–495) offers several proofs for 

Clement’s chiliasm, all essentially related to imminence: “preaching 

the coming of Christ…rebuking scoffers of the alleged delay of the 
Coming, …and occupying the Chiliastic posture of ‘every hour 

expecting the Kingdom of God’” (Theocratic Kingdom, I. 494–495). 

Only the third might be construed as making Clement definitively 
chiliastic. Yet, on further investigation  a search of “kingdom of God” in 

First Clement provided only one hit in chapter 42 where he speaks of 

the apostles proclaiming the kingdom of God was at hand, similar to 
that found in Mathews gospel. Thus, without specific citings it is 

impossible to validate Peters’s assertions without combing through 

the entire epistle. Further weakening Peters’s arguments, Turner 

(notably premillennial yet generally evenhanded) critiques Peters’s 
second and third arguments since they are based on the Second Epistle 

of Clement, the authorship of which is suspect (Charles Millard Turner, 

“Primitive Premillennialism: A Study in Patristic Chiliasm from the 
Apostolic Fathers to Irenaeus,” <www.welcometobibleverses.org/my_ 

articles/ Charles_book/Table_of_Contents.htm> [accessed 1 March 

2008]). While this author did not substantiate this argument, its seems 
reasonable to accept since he could find no similar references in First 

Clement and Turner tends to accept chiliasm in early church fathers. 

He later states, “While it is … a fact that there is no mention of the 

Millennial Kingdom, everything Clement says is in keeping with early 
chiliastic expectations” (ibid., with which Peters agrees in Theocratic 

Kingdom, I.495). Turner seeks to further substantiate Clement’s 

millenarianism with “furthermore, chapter 14 [of First Clement] seems 
to visualize the risen saints dwelling upon the earth, after it has been 

purged of the wicked.” He concludes that “such sentiments are 

extremely difficult to fit into [sic] non-chiliastic eschatological system” 
(Ibid.). But, a review of First Clement 14, finds only a reference to 

Psalm 37:35–37, speaking of a remnant remaining and not the wicked. 

To argue from this for a millennial application seems to beg the 

question. What amillennialist would not agree that this poetic 
reference could just as easily apply to the eternal state? See 

discussions below on George Peters’s view of Polycarp for more on 

Clement of Rome.  
 



Chiliasm in the Early Church until Nicea: Apostolic Fathers   149 

“circumstantial.”49 The amillennialist Shedd believed that 
neither Clement of Rome, Ignatius nor Polycarp (among others) 
were chiliasts.50 Kelly referred to Clement several times, 
addressing his views of the resurrection and other aspects of 
general eschatology. But he said nothing about Clement’s 
millennial views, apparently seeing none.51 

None of the authors except Ladd provide actual passages 
from First Clement that definitively confirm him premillennial or 
amillennial. And Ladd only showed that Clement believed 
harbingers precede Christ’s second advent. It appears prudent 
to conclude the evidence insufficient to establish Clement’s view 
of the millennium.  

 
The Epistle of Barnabas (c. 100) 

 
Some supposed the writer of this Epistle was an Alexandrian 

Jewish layman during the times of Trajan and Hadrian,52 while 
other ancients claimed he was a Levite from Cyprus.53 This 

                                                 
49 Larry Crutchfield, “The Early Church Fathers and the 

Foundations of Dispensationalism–Part II,” CTJ 2:5 (June 1998), 127. 

 
50 Shedd, History of Christian Doctrine, II.390–391, citing 

Hagenbach, History of Doctrine, sec. 75, n. 6. Peters, however, believes 

Clement is chiliastic and calls Shedds analysis “uncandid” (Peters, 

Theocratic Kingdom, I.482). He offers four arguments to support his 
claim for Clement’s (and the others’) chiliasm on the basis of 

generalities rather than specific citing Clement. His four arguments are 

analyzed elsewhere in this article. 
 
51 Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 460, 463, 464. 

 
52 ANF, I.133–134. 

 
53 E.g., Clement of Alexandria does so again and again (Strom., ii. 6, 

ii. 7, etc.). Origen describes it as “a Catholic Epistle” (Cont. Cels., i. 63), 
and seems to rank it among the Sacred Scriptures (Comm. in Rom., i. 24 

cited in ANF, I.134). In a personal conversation, Mike Stallard informed 

me that this is the Barnabas of the NT in the minds of some.  
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epistle enjoyed high regard from many in the early church 
because they often confounded its author with Paul’s 
missionary companion, and thus accepted the epistle as 
canonical until Athanasius’ 39th Festal Letter. Despite this early 
support for the letter, Eusebius viewed it as spurious54 and 
Daley sees it as Judeo-Christian pseudepigrapha, likely written 
in Alexandrian in the 130s.55  

The epistle speaks far more about eschatology than First 

Clement. For example, Epistle of Barnabas 4 speaks of Daniel’s 
vision of four world empires (Dan 9:24–27, 7:24, etc.) and the 
return of Christ. “The final stumbling-block (or source of 
danger) approaches, concerning which it is written, as Enoch 
[likely mistaken for Daniel] says, "'For this end the Lord has cut 
short the times and the days, that His Beloved may hasten; and 
He will come to the inheritance.'" And the prophet also speaks 
thus: “Ten kingdoms shall reign upon the earth, and a little king 
shall rise up after them, who shall subdue under one three of the 
kings.”56  

And Epistle of Barnabas, 21.1 refers to the promised 
kingdom of God. “It is well, therefore, that he who has learned 
the judgments of the Lord, as many as have been written, should 
walk in them. For he who keepeth these shall be glorified in the 

kingdom of God; but he who chooseth other things shall be 
destroyed with his works. On this account there will be a 
resurrection, on this account a retribution.”57 Though 
eschatological references, these do not appear to touch 
specifically on the millennium. Daley rightly noted they are 

                                                 
54 Ibid. 

 
55 Daley, The Hope of the Early Church, 11. Kromminga gives a 

range of 96–131 for the date of the epistle (Millennium in the Church, 

30). 

 
56 ANF, I.138. 

 
57 Ibid., I.149 (emphasis mine). 
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future oriented with some acknowledgement of the present as 
well.58  

Epistle of Barnabas 15.1–4 references six ages, and their 
relation to a “Sabbath” age: 

 
The Sabbath is mentioned at the beginning of the creation [thus]: 

“And God made in six days the works of His hands, and made an 
end on the seventh day, and rested on it, and sanctified it.” Attend, 

my children, to the meaning of this expression, “He finished in six 

days.” This implieth that the Lord will finish all things in six 
thousand years, for a day is with Him a thousand years. And He 

Himself testifieth, saying, “Behold, to-day will be as a thousand 

years.” Therefore, my children, in six days, that is, in six thousand 
years, all things will be finished.59  

 
The Sabbath age is not inaugurated till the seventh age 
according to Epistle of Barnabas 15.5 and the eighth follows 
according to Epistle of Barnabas 15.8 with “another world”: 

 
And He rested on the seventh day.” This meaneth: when His Son, 

coming [again], shall destroy the time of the wicked man, and judge 

the ungodly, and change the sun, and the moon, and the stars, then 

shall He truly rest on the seventh day. Moreover, He says, “Thou 
shalt sanctify it with pure hands and a pure heart.” If, therefore, 

any one can now sanctify the day which God hath sanctified, 

except he is pure in heart in all things, we are deceived. Behold, 
therefore: certainly then one properly resting sanctifies it, when 

we ourselves, having received the promise, wickedness no longer 

existing, and all things having been made new by the Lord, shall be 
able to work righteousness. Then we shall be able to sanctify it, 

having been first sanctified ourselves. Further, He says to them, 

“Your new moons and your Sabbath I cannot endure.” Ye perceive 

how He speaks: Your present Sabbaths are not acceptable to Me, 
but that is which I have made, [namely this,] when, giving rest to 

all things, I shall make a beginning of the eighth day, that is, a 

                                                 
58 This is one of Daley’s many references to “realized eschatology” 

He also cites Barnabas 14.5, 1.7; 16.17–19 (Daley, Hope of the Early 

Church, 11–12). 

 
59 ANF, I.146. 
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beginning of another world. Wherefore, also, we keep the eighth 

day with joyfulness, the day also on which Jesus rose again from 
the dead. And when He had manifested Himself, He ascended into 

the heavens.60  

 
Placing together the day as equaling a millennium, a 

millennial view seems evident here. Kromminga, the historic-
premillennialist agreed that the Epistle of Barnabas contains 
many phrases and terms used by chiliasts, but still found the 
evidence “insufficient” to claim Barnabas as a chiliast. He later 
affirmed that “perhaps the Premillenarians of today are right in 
claiming him,” but then repented, arguing for several pages that 
Barnabas was amillennial!61 Kromminga reached this conclusion 
reluctantly, providing several arguments. First, Barnabas’ 
understanding in chapter 4 that the final stumbling-block 
approaches (i.e., is near), which for Kromminga implied the end 
of the millennium. But Barnabas referenced Daniel 7 and 9 and 
seems to equate “the final stumbling-block” with Antichrist who 
comes just prior to the kingdom (cf. Dan 7:26–27; Rev 19:20). 
From this it might be expected that Kromminga place Barnabas 
in the historic-premillennial camp rather than amillennial.62  
Yet, Kromminga also supported his assertion by pointing out 
Barnabas’ strong ‘antijudaism.’63  But does that make Barnabas 

                                                 
60 ANF, I.146. 

 
61 Kromminga, The Millennium in the Church, 30, 32–33. 
 
62 That is how George Ladd interprets Barnabas: “[T]he final 

stumbling block is at hand…” … means that the Antichrist is at hand, 
but the Lord will cut short the time of the Tribulation that His 

Beloved–the Lord Jesus–might make haste and return to His people” 

(Ladd, Blessed Hope, 22). So Ladd views Barnabas as posttribulational 

premillennial or historic-premillennial. He supports this as well from 
Barnabas 15.5. 

 
63 Ibid., 33. 
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decidedly amillennial?64  It would certainly separate Barnabas 
from modern premillennialists, but nothing more. Walvoord’s 
suggestion—that Barnabas was an inconsistent premillennialist, 
because he interprets OT soteriological passages figuratively for 
the church and not Israel—seems more reasonable.65 

But Kromminga has still more arguments for classifying 
Barnabas as amillennial. He sees Barnabas’ references to God 
resting on the seventh day, which relate to the seventh 1000 
years, as not fitting easily into any millennial scheme. Certainly 
it does preclude postmillennialism since Barnabas did not 
believe the church to be living in the millennium.66  And the 
Sabbath rest in Barnabas 15 does affirm some kind of 
millennium after the Lord returns to destroy “the time of the 
wicked man, and judge the ungodly, and change the sun, and the 
moon, and the stars.”67  But to what does the changing of sun, 
moon and stars refer? Is this a reference to one or both the day 
of the Lord in Joel 2:10, and the tribulation of Matthew 24:29? If 
so, this interpretation would be consistent with a 
posttribulational (historic) premillennial advent of Christ. It 
seems harder to interpret the activity of changing sun, moon 
and stars as after the millennium, unless perhaps the phrase 
refers to the creation of a new heaven and earth. Also confusing 
is the reference to judging the wicked at the coming of the Lord, 
though the destroying of the time of the wicked man fits with 
the removal of Antichrist.  

For Kromminga this meant Barnabas saw no distinction 
between the millennium and the eternal state. But such a 

                                                 
64 Ronald Diprose unpacks this strong tendency in much of the 

early church to replace Israel with the church in Ronald E. Diprose, 

Israel and the Church: The Origin and Effects of Replacement Theology 

(Rome: Instituto Biblico Evangelico Italiano, 2000, 2004), 462–65.  
 
65 Walvoord, Millennial Kingdom, 40–42; cf. Kromminga, 

Millennium in the Church, 37. Most Ante-Nicene fathers were 

"inconsistent" in this way. 
 
66 Kromminga, Millennium in the Church, 31. 

 
67 ANF, I.146. 
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conclusion appears overstated. Crutchfield the premillennialist 
flatly affirms that for Barnabas “day 7 (1000 years) = the 
millennium; day 8 (endless time) = the eternal state.”68  And 
amillennialist Philip Schaff breaches the apparent impasse, 
maintaining that Barnabas was  

 
the first and only one who expressly teaches a pre-millennial reign 
of Christ on earth. He considers the Mosaic history of the creation 

a type of six ages of labor for the world, each lasting a thousand 

years, and of a millennium of rest; since with God "one day is as a 

thousand years."  The millennial Sabbath on earth will be followed 
by an eighth and eternal day in a new world, of which the Lord’s 

day (called by Barnabas "the eighth day") is the type.69 

 
Thus, Kromminga’s claim that Barnabas was amillennial seems 
highly unlikely. Instead, Barnabas appears to have taught a kind 
of premillennialism with a resurrection of Christian believers 
prior to the millennium, while sometimes blurring the 
distinction between the seventh Sabbath day (millennium) and 
eighth day of (eternal state). 

 
Didache or Teaching of the Twelve 

 
The Didache or Teaching of the Apostles while known by 

Eusebius and Athanasius was considered spurious as to 

                                                 
68 Larry Crutchfield, “The Early Church Fathers and the 

Foundations of Dispensationalism: Part III—Dispensational Concepts 

in the Apostolic Fathers: The Didache, The Epistle to Barnabas, and 

Hermas’ The Shepherd,” CTJ 2:6 (September 1998): 258. Crutchfield 
does affirm that Barnabas did not hold to a two-stage resurrection 

(Ibid., 261n62). 

 
69 Schaff, History of the Christian Church, II.615. Kelly sees the 

dethroning of the Lawless One, judging of the ungodly and the 

transformation of sun, moon and stars as all happening in the seventh 

millennium, but does not clarify the relationship to the eighth day or 
eternal state (Early Christian Doctrines, 462). 
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apostolic origin by the former and non-canonical by the latter.70 
Scholars deem the writing itself and its method of quoting the 
Bible similar to that of others in the apostolic era.71  Most place 
the writing in the first half of the second century, though some a 
couple decades earlier and others a couple decades later. More 
recently, some scholars regard it as a mid-second century work, 
but with parts written as much as 50 years earlier.72  Seen as a 
work of an unknown apostolic father, the editors of the Ante-

Nicene Fathers series are confident of its authenticity.73   
The Didache contains some eschatological references to the 

Lord’s return; deception of believers by one who claims to be 
Christ (9.4, 10.5, 10.6, 16.1, 3, 4–5) but no explicitly millenarian 
passages. In chapter 9.4 discussing the Lord’s table, for example 
is written “Even as this broken bread was scattered over the 
hills, and was gathered together and became one, so let Thy 
Church be gathered together from the ends of the earth into Thy 
kingdom.”74  Schaff rightly noted the distinction made between 
the church and the kingdom.75 And Didache 16.1 exhorts, 
“Watch for your life’s sake. Let not your lamps be quenched, nor 
your loins unloosed; but be ye ready, for ye know not the hour 

                                                 
70 Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, The 

Ante-Nicene Fathers Vol. VII: Translations of the Writings of the Fathers 

Down to A.D. 325, Fathers of the Third and Fourth Centuries: Lactantius, 

Venantius, Asterius, Victorinus, Dionysius, Apostolic Teaching and 

Constitutions, Homily and Liturgies (Oak Harbor: Logos Research 
Systems, 1997), 372; hereafter, ANF, VII. The text of the Didache is 

located at ANF, VII.377–382. 

 
71 ANF, VII.372.  

 
72 Daley, Hope of the Early Church, 12. 
 
73 ANF, VII.374. 

 
74 Ibid., VII.380. Quotation similar in 10.5. 
 
75 Ibid., n. 91. Furthermore, would a premillennialist view the 

church as being gathered into the millennial kingdom? 
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in which our Lord cometh”76 and speaks of general readiness for 
the Lord’s return rather than specifically for a millennial 
kingdom. 

The Didache says little in particular about the millennium, 
but much about events surrounding it. For example, chapter 
16:4–5 seems to speak of tribulation times prior to the end 
followed in verse 5 by exhortation to endure to the end (which 
appears to support a posttribulational view77): 

 
4. For when lawlessness increaseth, they shall hate and persecute 

and betray one another, and then shall appear the world-deceiver 

as Son of God, and shall do signs and wonders, and the earth shall 
be delivered into his hands, and he shall do iniquitous things 

which have never yet come to pass since the beginning. 5. Then 

shall the creation of men come into the fire of trial, and many shall 
be made to stumble and shall perish; but they that endure in their 

faith shall be saved from under the curse itself.78 

 
Didache 16:6–7 does speaks of a resurrection not of all, but of 
the saints: 
 

6. And then shall appear the signs of the truth; first, the sign of an 

out-spreading in heaven; then the sign of the sound of the 

trumpet; and the third, the resurrection of the dead; 7. yet not of all, 
but as it is said: The Lord shall come and all His saints with Him. 8. 

Then shall the world see the Lord coming upon the clouds of 

heaven.79  

 

                                                 
76 ANF, VII, 382. 

 
77 In private conversation Mike Stallard informed me that this 

could also be an amillennial view, as some hold an end-time 

tribulation. 

 
78 So does Didache 16:8, sounding similar to Mathew 26:64, Acts 

1:9–11 and Revelation 1:7, which reference the Lord’s second coming.  

 
79 ANF, VII.382 (emphasis mine). 
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Ryrie, seeing support for a two-stage resurrection, correctly 
affirmed from “the resurrection of the dead; yet not of all” (in 
16:6–7) that “the early church did not teach a general 
resurrection as amillennialism does today.”80 But he conscripted 
that passage for more service than amillennialists allow. For 
example, W. J. Grier asked what gives premillennialists the right 
to place 1000 years between the resurrection of the just and the 
unjust?81 Admittedly, that is not found in the Didache. But 
Didache 16:6–7 also speaks of two other signs related to the 
advent of Christ: “the out-spreading in heaven” and “the sound 
of the trumpet.” The former is usually associated with the Lord’s 
opening of the skies82 and the latter is often a reference to the 
start of war in the Bible (e.g., Jer 42:14; Ezek 33:4–5). If that is 
the reference in Didache 16, it fits better in a context of 
Armageddon before the millennium (Rev 19). But the phrase 
could also refer to Christ’s advent and resurrection-
transformation of his saints (e.g., 1 Cor 15:52), considered by 
many a premillennial reference. It probably is the latter, since 
the rest of verse 7 and 8 promise “The Lord shall come and all 
His saints with Him. Then shall the world see the Lord coming 
up on the clouds of heaven.” The editors of the Ante-Nicene 

Father series, puzzling at the lack of specific mention of a 
millennium, suggest that  
 

since there was in the early Church, in connection with the 

expectation of the speedy coming of Christ, a marked tendency to 

Chiliasm, the silence respecting the millennium may indicate that 
the writer was not acquainted with the Apocalypse [of John]. This 

inference is allowable, however, only on the assumption of the 

early date of the Teaching.83 

 
                                                 

80 Ryrie, Basis of the Premillennial Faith, 19. 

 
81 Grier, Momentous Event, 21. 

 
82 See ANF, VII.382n150. 

 
83 Ibid., 382n151. 
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Crutchfield, a dispensational premillennialist unfortunately 
spent the bulk of his discussion on the Didache pressing the 
imminence issue.84 But, as shown above, affirmation of the 
imminent return of the Lord does not make one premillennial. 
Furthermore, Crutchfield admits that most apostolic fathers 
were imminent post-tribulationists (similar to the historic-
premillennial position).85 Crutchfield believes that most in the 
early church were neither in the traditional premillennial or 
historic-premillennial camps. Nevertheless his admission of an 
‘intratribulational’ view gives away large real estate from the 
traditional premillennial presentation of the early church 
fathers to historic-premillennialism.86 It must be concluded here 
that the Didache emphasized harbingers of the Lord’s advent 
and certainly allowed for a chiliastic kingdom but never quite 
admitted it.  

 
Ignatius of Antioch (c. 30–c. 107) 

 
Ignatius, bishop of Syrian Antioch, wrote seven epistles 

mostly to churches in Asian Minor on his way to martyrdom in 
Rome. All seven have received general acceptance.87 Regarding 
their eschatological flavor, Daley considers them “at odds with a 
future-oriented hope” insofar as he finds a "realized 

                                                 
84 Crutchfield, “The Early Church Fathers and the Foundations of 

Dispensationalism: Part III,” CTJ 2:6 (September 1998): 248–250. 

 
85 Though Crutchfield prefers the title "imminent 

intratribulationalism" because he believes it better describes the 

fathers’ view and does not confuse the reader with modern historic-
premillennialism (Crutchfield, “Part III,” 250). Perhaps he also uses 

this unusual expression because most early church fathers seem to 

hold to a 3.5 year tribulation. 

 
86 Ibid. 

 
87 Daley, Hope of the Early Church, 12. 
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eschatology" in Ignatius' Epistle to the Ephesians 19.88 The 
longer text describes the results of the incarnate one entering 
the world: 

 
Every law of wickedness vanished away; the darkness of 

ignorance was dispersed; and tyrannical authority was destroyed, 
God being manifested as a man, and man displaying power as God. 

But neither was the former a mere imagination, nor did the second 

imply a bare humanity; but the one was absolutely true, and the 
other an economical arrangement. Now that received a beginning 

which was perfected by God. Henceforth all things were in a state 

of tumult, because He meditated the abolition of death.89  

 
In this lyrical text Ignatius, facing death, emphasized the 

“already nature” of his relationship with Jesus. But it appears 
too strong to interpret this as an inauguration of Christ’s 
kingdom reign. Daley, however, finds another reference to 
‘realized eschatology’ in Philadelphia 9.2 in the words “the 
realization of incorruptibility.” The Ante-Nicene Fathers series 
does not translate the text this way and the closest text assumed 
connected with this quotation refers to the OT patriarchs 
“attaining to the unity of God”90 because Christ is the hope not 
only of the NT but of the Old.  

While Ryrie wanted to claim Ignatius, he only based this on 
his discussion of the last times and a general sense of 
expectancy. But imminence of course is a weak argument for 
premillennialism since many eschatological views (except 
postmillennialism) can affirm being in the last days. And 

                                                 
88 Ibid., 13. He also refers to the Odes of Solomon for Syrian 

Christian poetry that appears to go beyond already not yet to a fully 

(practically) realized eschatology in the present…. “So focused is the 
writer on the present realities of his relationship with Jesus that he 

excludes any hope of future kingdom, rewards, or renewal” (ibid., 15–

16). 

 
89 ANF, I.57. 

 
90 ANF, I.84. 
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Crutchfield even admits that Ignatius’ premillennialism “is 
implied rather than explicitly stated in the extant literature.”91 
Ignatius simply does not state anything clearly for or against the 
millennium. Therefore, even arguing for an implied 
premillennialism in Ignatius is begging the question.92 

 
Polycarp (c. 70–155/160) 

 
Polycarp, disciple of John,93 bishop of Smyrna and discipler 

of Irenaeus, wrote an epistle to the church at Philadelphia 
perhaps only a few years after receiving a letter from Ignatius. 
Written about 110, it has the same general eschatology as 
Ignatius with references to resurrection, hell, and the afterlife.94 
Typical of the apostolic fathers, many themes are left implicit. 
Daley rightly sees no unpacking of the expected hopes after 
resurrection beyond simply being with the Lord (e.g., 
Philippians 9.2).95   

Despite only general eschatological references in Polycarp’s 
epistle, some premillennialist cannot help but claim him as their 
own. For example, Peters claimed him a premillennial advocate, 
citing his relationship to the apostle John and a reference in 
Polycarp to the reign of the saints after Christ’s return.96 
Walvoord, who normally leans heavily on Peters, acknowledged 
that Peters’s “classification [of early church fathers’ chiliastic 

                                                 
91 Crutchfield, “The Early Church Fathers–Part II,” 130. One must 

also ask on what his premillennialism is implied. 

 
92 See discussions below on George Peters’s view of Polycarp for 

more on Ignatius. 

 
93 Cf. Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, 5.20.5–7 (NPNF I, 238–239 

and ANF I, 568) and Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.3.4 (ANF I, 416). 

 
94 Polycarp to the Philippians, 7:1. 

 
95 Daley, Hope of the Early Church, 13. 

 
96 Peters, Theocratic Kingdom, I.495. He does not tell us where this 

reference in Polycarp is located beyond citing a “Dr. Bennet” (ibid.). 
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views] in some cases is debatable, in others it is undisputed.” 
Walvoord listed fathers with “notable testimony” for their 
chiliasm followed by another group Peters claims as chiliast 
(Clement of Rome, Barnabas, Hermas, Ignatius, and Polycarp). 
But Walvoord did not himself affirm the worth of their 
testimony.97 It appears Walvoord may have implied that these 
are debatable. On the other hand, Shedd98 and Berkhof99 found 
no trace of chiliasm in Polycarp’s writing. Kelly mentioned only 
his defense of the resurrection.100 While true that very little of 
Polycarp’s writings have survived to this day, and reasonable to 
assume that he would likely agree with his mentor John, the 
reality is that no extant material proves Polycarp’s 
eschatological position. Even the statement “that if we live 
worthy of Him, we shall reign together with Him”101 to which 
Peters (above) apparently alludes, does not conclusively affirm 
any millennial view. At best one can affirm no anti-chiliastic 
message.  

On what then did George Peters base his assessment that 
Polycarp was a chiliast? His arguments are four (which he also 
applied to Clement of Rome and Ignatius): 

 
(1) because their associates and followers were Chiliastic, and the 
language employed by the latter includes the former; (2) Justin’s 

test of orthodoxy embraces them; (3) they allege in the fragments 

nothing against our doctrine, and much less anything favoring the 

modern (Prof. Shedd’s) view; (4) they employ phraseology and 
language that can only be justly reconciled with a Chiliastic 

belief.102 

                                                 
97 Walvoord, Millennial Kingdom, 119. 

 
98 Shedd, History of Christian Doctrine, II.390 
 
99 Berkhof, History of Christian Doctrine, 262. 

 
100 Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 463. 
 
101 Polycarp to the Philippians, 5. 

 
102 Peters, Theocratic Kingdom, I.482. 
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As to the first argument, it seems evident that the apostle 
John associated with Polycarp, and by his “followers” Peters 
apparently refers to Irenaeus, whom most acknowledge as a 
chiliast. Therefore, this argument has some weight. The second 
will be discussed more thoroughly under Justin Martyr below, 
but appears weakened by Peters’s claim that manuscripts for 
Dialogue with Trypho 80 have been tampered with (by the 
removal of the word “not” in the following passage:  

 
I admitted to you formerly, that I and many others are of this 

opinion, and [believe] that such will take place, as you assuredly 

are aware; but, on the other hand, I signified to you that many who 

belong to the pure and pious faith, and are true Christians, think 

otherwise. Moreover, I pointed out to you that some who are called 

Christians, but are godless, impious heretics, teach doctrines that 
are in every way blasphemous, atheistical, and foolish.103  

 
Peters, however, substantiates this not by comparing one 

manuscript with another, but with an encyclopedia article 
arguing for the decided prevalence of chiliasm in the second 
century “that Justin held it up as a criterion of perfect 

orthodoxy.”104 It seems given that chiliasm was common in 
Justin’s day (c. 100–165) and that he held it up as a criterion of 
complete orthodoxy. But that does not prove that the word “not” 
was removed from some manuscripts of Justin’s Dialogue with 

Trypho 80. The evidence is circumstantial unless actually 
manuscript variants can be found. Furthermore, if a “not” was 
removed it must have been done twice. Otherwise the passage 
would read: “on the other hand, I signified to you that many who 
belong not to the pure and pious faith, and are true Christians, 
think otherwise.”105   

                                                 
103 ANF, I.239, emphasis mine. 

 
104 Ibid, I.480n1 (emphasis in original). 

 
105 The alleged original with the word “not” twice would then have 

read: “on the other hand, I signified to you that many who belong not 

to the pure and pious faith, and are not true Christians, think 
otherwise.” A deeper study of this would look at the Patrologia Greaca 
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As to Peters’s third argument, it appears irrelevant, and 
amillennialists often use this argument from silence to support 
their views. His fourth argument is of such a general nature, that 
its referent is vague. Perhaps he refers to the general sense of 
imminence which has earlier been noted to fit any of the 
millennial views except perhaps postmillennialism. In light of 
this analysis it seems reasonable to assume Polycarp was likely 
a chiliast, but that the extant writings give no explicit support 
for it.106 

 
Shepherd of Hermas (c. 140) 

 
This work consists of three parts including five visions, 

twelve commandments and ten parables.107 Early church 
leaders like Origen, Eusebius, and Jerome held it in high esteem 
perhaps for its literary beauty.108 Eusebius and Jerome, 
however, admit that the work holds little authority. On the other 
hand, Athanasius calls it “a most useful book,” though he rejects 
its canonicity.109 Many modern scholars reject it and even 
Crutchfield suggests it was apocryphal and written in two stages 
by two men.110 The anonymous author exhorts the church at 

                                                                                                      
#6: St. Justin Martyr to see if it provides any text critical apparatus. 

That, however, goes beyond the scope of this work. 

 
106 Cf. Crutchfield, “Early Church Fathers–Part II,” 133. 
 
107 Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, 

The Ante-Nicene Fathers Vol. II : Translations of the Writings of the 

Fathers Down to A.D. 325, Fathers of the Second Century: Hermas, 

Tatian, Athenagoras, Theophilus, and Clement of Alexandria (Entire) 

(Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems, 1997), 9–56; (hereafter, ANF, 
II). 

 
108 Cf. Crutchfield, CTJ 2, no.6: 262n63 for details. 

 
109 ANF, II.3; cf. from Athanasius De Incarnatione, 38; Contra 

Haeresim Arian., 369, 380. 

 
110 2, no.6: 262. 
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Rome around the middle of the second century: “Its apparent 
design is to meet the rising pestilence of Montanism, and the 
perils of a secondary stage of Christianity.”111  

The portions considered most relevant to the millennium 
include Vision 4.2.5:  

 
Go, therefore, and tell the elect of the Lord His mighty deeds, and 
say to them that this beast is a type of the great tribulation that is 

coming. If then ye prepare yourselves, and repent with all your 

heart, and turn to the Lord, it will be possible for you to escape it, if 

your heart be pure and spotless, and ye spend the rest of the days 
of your life in serving the Lord blamelessly.112  

 
Some see this as confirming a pre-tribulational hope, while 
others as assurance that believers will pass through the 
tribulation unharmed (though it merely speaks of a type of 
tribulation). Yet it does not speak specifically about a 
millennium or an earthly reign of Christ. Vision 3.8.9 refers to 
the church as the tower nearing completion necessary before 
the end comes: 
 

Then I asked her in regard to the ages, if now there is the 
conclusion. She cried out with a loud voice, “Foolish man! Do you 

not see the tower yet building? When the tower is finished and 

built, then comes the end; and I assure you it will be soon  
finished. 113   

 
Kelly believes this vision (among others) contains many 

general eschatological features, but none touching on the 
millennium.114 For Daley, with his flare for realized eschatology, 
Hermas sees the eschaton as already begun, implying an 

                                                 
111 ANF, II.56. 

 
112 Ibid., II.18 (emphasis mine). 

 
113 Ibid, II.16. 

 
114 Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 462, 464. 
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amillennial view.115 Though the work holds a unique place in the 
development of second-century eschatology and contains 
allegorical visions, Daley believes, “It includes no disclosures of 
the eschatological future or of the world beyond.”116  

Ryrie, on the other hand, sees confirmation of a 
pretribulational view and offers Berkhof an amillennialist as 
sufficient evidence of the Shepherd’s chiliasm.117 But that is 
insufficient evidence without actually citing of the text. 
Walvoord again claims the Shepherd on the authority of Peters 
and the fact that the Shepherd “is conceded by practically all 
parties as premillennial.”118 Even the amillennialist Shedd 
agrees that there are distinct traces of this doctrine in Hermas, 
though he views him as “comparatively uninfluential.”119 Yet 
clearly the Shepherd of Hermas influenced chiliasts like 
Irenaeus and Tertullian and non-chiliasts like Clement of 
Alexandria.120 But much of the claim for chiliasm is based on 
either arguments of imminence or the genre of literature he 

                                                 
115 Daley, Hope of the Early Church, 17. He sees in Hermas “the 

Church herself, in her present and future form, the community where 

conversion and penance are possible, which has become for Hermas 

the central eschatological sign” (ibid.). 
 
116 See Vision 3.1.9–2.3 that the righteous are guaranteed life in 

the world to come (cf., Vision 4.3.5; ibid., 16). 

 
117 Ryrie, Basis of the Premillennial Faith, 20. He also cites Book I 

Vision 4.2 “You have escaped from the Tribulation…” as noted above.  

 
118 Walvoord, Millennial Kingdom, 119, where he cites Peters, 

Theocratic Kingdom, I. 494–495. 

 
119 Shedd, History of Christian Doctrine, II.390–91. Berkhof agrees, 

stating that Hermas “while teaching the doctrine [of chiliasm] avoids 

its extravagances” (History of Christian Doctrine, 262). 

 
120 For example Irenaeus quotes from Hermas as if it was Scripture 

in Against Heresies, 4.20.2 among others. Irenaeus is not speaking of 

the millennium here. Cf. Crutchfield, CTJ 2, no.6: 262n64. 
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writes. The work is clearly not anti-chiliastic, but neither does it 
demand a millennium. 

 
Papias (60–130) 

 
Papias, bishop of Hierapolis in Phrygia, apparently had close 

ties with the community that first received the apostle John’s 
writing, though some deny this and claim he was associated 
with a presbyter John who personally knew the apostle John.121 

                                                 
121 “But Papias himself in the preface to his discourses by no 

means declares that he was himself a hearer and eye-witness of the 

holy apostles, but he shows by the words which he uses that he 
received the doctrines of the faith from those who were their friends. 

[Footnote 380 follows] The justice of this criticism, passed by Eusebius 

upon the statement of Irenaeus, has been questioned by many, who 

have held that, in the passage quoted just below from Papias, the same 
John is meant in both cases. See the note of Schaff in his Church History, 

II. p. 697 sq. A careful exegesis of the passage from Papias quoted by 

Eusebius seems, however, to lead necessarily to the conclusion which 
Eusebius draws, that Papias refers to two different persons bearing 

the same name,—John. In fact, no other conclusion can be reached, 

unless we accuse Papias of the most stupid and illogical method of 
writing. Certainly, if he knew of but one John, there is no possible 

excuse for mentioning him twice in the one passage. On the other 

hand, if we accept Eusebius’ interpretation, we are met by a serious 

difficulty in the fact that we are obliged to assume that there lived in 
Asia Minor, early in the second century a man to whom Papias appeals 

as possessing exceptional authority, but who is mentioned by no other 

Father; who is, in fact, otherwise an entirely unknown personage. And 
still further, no reader of Papias work, before the time of Eusebius, 

gathered from that work, so far as we know, a single hint that the John 

with whom he was acquainted was any other than the apostle John. 
These difficulties are so serious that they have led many to deny that 

Papias meant to refer to a second John, in spite of his apparently clear 

reference to such a person. Among those who deny this second John’s 

existence are such scholars as Zahn and Salmon. (Compare, for 
instance, the latter’s able article on Joannes the Presbyter, in the Dict. of 

Christian Biography.) In reply to their arguments, it may be said that 

the silence of all other early writers does not necessarily disprove the 
existence of a second John; for it is quite conceivable that all trace of 
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him should be swallowed up in the reputation of his greater namesake 

who lived in the same place. Moreover, it is quite conceivable that 

Papias, writing for those who were well acquainted with both Johns, 

may have had no suspicion that any one would confound the presbyter 
with the apostle, and would imagine that he was referring to the latter 

when he was speaking of his personal friend John; and therefore he 

would have no reason for stating expressly that there were two Johns, 
and for expressly distinguishing the one from the other. It was, then, 

quite natural that Irenaeus, a whole generation later, knowing that 

Polycarp was a disciple of the apostle John, and finding constant 
mention of a John in Papias’ works, should simply take for granted that 

the same John was meant; for by his time the lesser John may easily, in 

the minds of most people, have become lost in the tradition of his 
greater namesake. In view of these possibilities, it cannot be said that 

the silence of other Fathers in regard to this John is fatal to his 

existence; and if this is so, we are hardly justified in doing such 

violence to Papias’ language as is required to identify the two Johns 
mentioned by him in the passage quoted below. Among those who 

accept Eusebius’ conclusion, that Papias refers to two different 

persons, are such scholars as Tischendorf, Donaldson, Westcott and 
Lightfoot. If Eusebius has recovered for us from the ancient history of 

the Church an otherwise unknown personage, it will not be the only 

time that he has corrected an error committed by all his predecessors. 
In this case, as in a number of other cases, I believe Eusebius’ wide 

information, sharp-sightedness, and superiority to the trammels of 

traditionalism receive triumphant vindication and we may accept his 

conclusion that Papias was personally acquainted with a second John, 
who was familiarly known as “the Presbyter,” and thus distinguished 

from the apostle John, who could be called a presbyter or elder only in 

the general sense in which all the leading men of his generation were 
elders (see below, note 6), and could not be designated emphatically as 

“the presbyter.” In regard to the connection of this “presbyter John” 

with the Apocalypse, see below, note 14. But although Papias 
distinguishes, as we may conclude, between two Johns in the passage 

referred to, and elsewhere, according to Eusebius, pronounces himself 

a hearer of the second John, it does not necessarily follow that 

Irenaeus was mistaken in saying that he was a hearer of the apostle 
John; for Irenaeus may have based his statement upon information 

received from his teacher, Polycarp, the friend of Papias, and not upon 

the passage quoted by Eusebius, and hence Papias may have been a 
hearer of both Johns. At the same time, it must be said that if Papias 
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Eusebius affirms Papias’s writings, but finds Papias’s chiliasm 
confirmation of his “very small intelligence.”122 Irenaeus, also 
aware of and borrowing from Papias’ writings, refers to detailed 
descriptions of Jesus’ teaching on the millennium.123 Yet this 
appears to discredit the preserving work of the Holy Spirit. If he 
intended such “teachings of Jesus” for the church, it would not 
have been lost or excluded from the canon. Irenaeus and 
Eusebius’ writings contain most of Papias’ extant writings. That 
Eusebius opposed chiliasts eludes none. Therefore, his 
“quotations” of Papias’s chiliasm are generally viewed as 
reliable if not squelched.124 

Regarding the millennium Papias apparently recounts 
teaching from the Lord that in those days agricultural 
productivity will greatly increase (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 
5.33.3–4). Kromminga questions whether this relates to the 
millennial kingdom or the eternal state.125 But the latter seems 
unlikely since even the committed amillennialist, Grier 
acknowledges Papias among two in the second century (with 

                                                                                                      
had been a disciple of the apostle John, he could scarcely have failed to 

state the fact expressly somewhere in his works; and if he had stated it 

anywhere, Eusebius could hardly have overlooked it. The conclusion, 
therefore, seems most probable that Eusebius is right in correcting 

Irenaeus’ statement, and that the latter based his report upon a 

misinterpretation of Papias’ own words. In that case, we have no 

authority for speaking of Papias as a disciple of John the apostle” 
(Philip Schaff, The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second Series, Vol. I, 

Eusebius: Church History, Life of Constantine the Great, and Oration in 

Praise of Constantine (Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems, 1997), 
170 = Eusebius, Eccl Hist. 3.39.2 [hereafter NPNF2, I]). 

 
122 Eusebius, Eccless. History, 3.39.13 (Church History). Apparently 

others like Origen concurred. 

 
123 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 5.33.3–4. 

 
124 Kromminga, Millennium in the Church, 54. 

 
125 Ibid., 56. 
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Justin Martyr) who held to a future reign of Christ on the 
earth.126 What does the text itself say? It is quoted in Eusebius, 
Church History, 3.39.11–14:  

 
11 The same writer gives also other accounts which he says came 

to him through unwritten tradition, certain strange parables and 
teachings of the Saviour, and some other more mythical things.127  

12 To these belong his statement that there will be a period of 

some thousand years after the resurrection of the dead, and that 
the kingdom of Christ will be set up in material form on this very 

earth.128 I suppose he got these ideas through a misunderstanding 

                                                 
126 Grier, Momentous Event, 24, citing Eusebius, Ecc. Hist. 

 
127 The editors comment, “Compare the extract from Papias given 

by Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. V. 32), in which is contained a famous parable 

in regard to the fertility of the millennium, which, is exceedingly 

materialistic in its nature, and evidently apocryphal. 'The days will 
come when vines shall grow, each having ten thousand branches, and 

in each branch ten thousand twigs, and in each twig ten thousand 

shoots, and in every one of the shoots ten thousand grapes, and every 
grape when pressed will give five and twenty measures of wine,' &c.” 

 
128 The editors comment, “Chiliasm, or millennarianism,—that is, 

the belief in a visible reign of Christ on earth for a thousand years 

before the general judgment,—was very widespread in the early 

Church. Jewish chiliasm was very common at about the beginning of 

the Christian era, and is represented in the voluminous apocalyptic 
literature of that day. Christian chiliasm was an outgrowth of the 

Jewish, but spiritualized it, and fixed it upon the second, instead of the 

first, coming of Christ. The chief Biblical support for this doctrine is 
found in Rev. xx. 1–6, and the fact that this book was appealed to so 

constantly by chiliasts in support of their views was the reason why 

Dionysius, Eusebius, and others were anxious to disprove its apostolic 
authorship. Chief among the chiliasts of the ante-Nicene age were the 

author of the epistle of Barnabas, Papias, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, and 

Tertullian; while the principal opponents of the doctrine were Caius, 

Origen, Dionysius of Alexandria, and Eusebius. After the time of 
Constantine, chiliasm was more and more widely regarded as a heresy, 

and received its worst blow from Augustine, who framed in its stead 

the doctrine, which from his time on was commonly accepted in the 
Church, that the millennium is the present reign of Christ, which began 
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of the apostolic accounts, not perceiving that the things said by 

them were spoken mystically in figures. 
13 For he appears to have been of very limited understanding, as 

one can see from his discourses. But it was due to him that so many 

of the Church Fathers after him adopted a like opinion, urging in 
their own support the antiquity of the man; as for instance 

Iranaeus and any one else that may have proclaimed similar 

views. 

14 Papias gives also in his own work other accounts of the words 
of the Lord on the authority of Aristion who was mentioned above, 

and traditions as handed down by the presbyter John; to which we 

refer those who are fond of learning. But now we must add to the 
words of his which we have already quoted the tradition which he 

gives in regard to Mark, the author of the Gospel.129  
 
Clearly these texts contain many chiliastic references. But 
Eusebius seems convinced in 3.39.2 that Papias received this 
teaching not from the Apostle John but from a Presbyter John: 
 

But Papias himself in the preface to his discourses by no means 
declares that he was himself a hearer and eye-witness of the holy 

apostles, but he shows by the words which he uses that he 

received the doctrines of the faith from those who were their 
friends. 

 

Some believe that Eusebius’ bias against chiliasm and Papias—
particularly in light of the massive changes in the Roman Empire 
with Constantine converting to Christianity—motivated him to 
rewrite history. But even Charles Turner, who tends to favor 
premillennial views in Ante-Nicene fathers, agrees that Papias 

                                                                                                      
with his resurrection. See Schaff’s Church History, II. p. 613 sq., for the 
history of the doctrine in the ante-Nicene Church and for the literature 

of the subject.” 

 
129 Philip Schaff, The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers Second Series 

Vol. I, Eusebius: Church History, Life of Constantine the Great, and 

Oration in Praise of Constantine  (Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems, 

1997), 172; hereafter, NPFN2, I; emphasis mine. 
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had a penchant for the fantastic, reducing the value of his 
chiliastic affirmations: 
 

[T]he oral traditions he relates are sometimes of a fantastic and 

unbiblical nature (thereby rendering the millenarian traditions he 

reports suspect), and, second, his chiliasm itself is tinged with 
extra-Biblical legends. As for Papias’ lack of critical judgment with 

regards to the oral traditions he received, one example will suffice: 

“Judas walked about in this world a sad example of impiety; for his 

body having swollen to such an extent that he could not pass 
where a chariot could pass easily, he was crushed by the chariot, 

so that his bowels gushed sort [sic forth?]."130   

 
Turner rightly questions Papias’s use of critical judgment. 

Furthermore, apparently the historic premillennialist George 
Ladd determined that “the language of Papias in [the above 
fantastical passage] is not derived from the NT and … that very 
similar words are, indeed, found in the Apocalypse of Baruch, 
‘words so similar that some sort of interdependence must 
exist’.”131 The “some sort of interdependence” may merely be 
shared language between the early church and Second Temple 
Judaist cultures. And this does not deny Papias’s chiliasm, but 
suggests that he may have mixed Jewish apocalyptic sources 
with biblical sources. This seems more likely than that he heard 
all this from the lips of Jesus or the Apostle John.132  

                                                 
130 Turner and notes 80 and 81 from Quaten, (or should that be 

Quasten?) 82 and ANF I, 153 (Fragment III) from OEcumenius. 

 
131 Turner, “Primitive Premillennialism” just before chapter II, 

citing George Ladd, Crucial Questions about the Kingdom of God, 165. 

See Irenaeus’ use of Baruch below. 

 
132 Crutchfield defends Irenaeus and Papias because of how 

Irenaeus supports his millennialism with scripture and not extra-

biblical teaching (Crutchfield, “Early Church Fathers–Part II,” 134–39). 

This defense seems reasonable for Irenaeus, but not for Papias, at least 
not based on the extant material for him. 
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