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Welcome to the Anderson 
Journal of  Christian Studies

It is our joy to share with you this inaugural edition of  The Anderson Journal of  
Christian Studies, a publication of  the faculty of  the College of  Christian Studies 
of  Anderson University in Anderson, South Carolina.

We envision this journal to be a resource to church leaders and to our 
colleagues in the evangelical academy by offering this venue for the publication of  
thoughtful articles on a variety of  issues within that broad range of  disciplines we 
call Christian Studies, covering the study of  scripture, theology, and ministry issues. 
This inaugural issue primarily highlights work by our own faculty – plus one of  our 
graduates, whose paper was initially presented at the Southeast regional meeting of  
the Evangelical Theological Society, hosted at Anderson University in Spring 2013 
– but we anticipate the publication of  work by faculty of  sister institutions as well 
as by pastors and church leaders who wrestle with serious issues in these disciplines.

In addition to the print edition of  the Journal – which will be available by 
subscription – a digital copy of  the Journal will be available at no cost to interested 
readers. The digital journal will be available at the website of  the College of  
Christian Studies, www.auministry.com.

 Our prayer is that you will find this inaugural issue to be interesting, 
engaging, and an invitation to think deeply about significant issues that impact 
your work and service to the church. We welcome your ideas, suggestions, and 
contributions.

Michael Duduit, Dean
College of  Christian Studies
Anderson University



6

Anderson University College of  Christian Studies6

From the Editor

I am excited about this inaugural edition of  The Anderson Journal of  Christian 
Studies.  You will find in the following pages articles that are representative of  

breadth and depth of  scholarship of  the faculty and an alumnus of  Anderson 
University’s College of  Christian Studies.

Chuck Fuller offers a discussion of  Alvin Plantinga’s epistemological 
approach.  In particular, Fuller points out the central role that the doctrine of  
sensus divinitatis plays in Plantinga’s epistemology.  He encourages Christians to 
engage epistemological questions using a Christian framework.

Following Fuller’s article, Channing Crisler presents a Pauline model for biblical 
theology.  He contends that Paul made “Christ crucified” the center of  his Old 
Testament interpretation.  Crisler argues that “Christ crucified” is the Pauline model 
biblical theologians should consider for unifying the Old and New Testaments.

Old Testament scholar Bryan Cribb contributes a form critical analysis of  the 
death story of  Hezekiah in 2 Kings 20.  He examines the death story genre in the 
Old Testament.  Cribb concludes his presentation with theological and exegetical 
insights from this chapter in the Old Testament.

Finally, David Crowther, who is an Anderson University graduate currently 
pursuing PhD studies at Southeastern Baaptist Theological Seminary, offers an 
exegetical analysis of  James 5:13-18.  He examines how this passage relates to the 
theme of  prayer in the book of  James.  Crowther concludes that this text reveals 
a unity in James’ thought regarding the importance of  prayer in the life of  the 
believer.

I pray that you will enjoy these submissions in our inaugural edition.  By 
God’s grace may they encourage you as you seek to love God with all your mind 
(Mark 12:30).

By His Grace,
Tim McKnight
Editor
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Assaulting Athens:
Testing the Theology of  Reformed 

Epistemology
Chuck Fuller

Introduction

I was amazed at the care my friend Tom gave to securing the hitch. He added 
chains for redundancy. He made sure the trailer was balanced properly. He 

checked, double-checked, and triple-checked the ball coupler—kicking it, pushing 
it, even standing on it. I casually taunted him. “Tim, if  it survives your abuse, 
then certainly it will survive the road!” He did not laugh. The hitch connected a 
¾ ton pickup truck to a double-axle trailer full of  equipment. A 750-mile journey 
to Michigan’s Upper Peninsula for a mission trip was to begin the next morning. 
Tom, conveying the gravity of  the situation, only said, “If  this baby doesn’t hold, 
then we’ll have a real problem.” This work proposes that the doctrine of  sensus 
divinitatis constitutes the hitch in Alvin Plantinga’s epistemological scheme—the 
veritable link between its theological ground and philosophical aim. The hitch must 
be checked, double-checked, even triple-checked, because if  the hitch doesn’t hold, 
then Reformed Epistemology has a real problem.

The Enlightenment’s coronation of  reason over faith dealt a breathtaking 
blow to Christianity, rendering religious belief  unsustainable for many intellectuals. 
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Although several Enlightenment-era thinkers affirmed the existence of  God, 
altogether their work did nothing less than “lay the intellectual foundations of  
modern atheism.”1 Colin Green observes,

With the Enlightenment . . . human beings replaced God as the makers 
of  their own destiny, the masters of  their own fate.  Not surprisingly, all 
the external authorities—be they the church, the Bible or the dogmas 
of  revealed religion—were replaced by the final arbiter of  truth, 
omnicompetent human reason.2 

Within the philosophy of  religion, perhaps the Enlightenment’s assault reached 
its climax in 1955, when Anthony Flew and Alasdair MacIntyre published New 
Essays in Philosophical Theology, a book that sought to obliterate religious belief  by 
way of  logical positivism.3  

The last third of  the twentieth century, however, witnessed a dramatic turn in 
the philosophy of  religion as a counterattack mounted against the secularists struck 
mighty blows against the empirical fortress. In 1967, Alvin Plantinga published a 
book called God and Other Minds: A Study of  the Rational Justification of  Belief  in God, 
in which he argues that belief  in God, because of  its close affinity to belief  in 
other minds, is not liable to the demands empirical justification.4 In 1983, Plantinga, 
along with Nicholas Wolterstorff, published a collection of  essays entitled Faith 
and Rationality: Reason and Belief  in God, which aims to dismantle Enlightenment 
evidentialism altogether and demonstrate the epistemic viability of  theistic belief  
in terms of  it being “properly basic” and needing no argumentative proof.5 
Merold Westphal hails the book as a “radical assault by Jerusalem on Athens,” 
because in it what had previously been brewing in the minds of  philosophers like 
Plantinga, Wolterstorff, William Alston, and others comes to maturity, and births 
a philosophical movement known as Reformed epistemology.6  

As the name suggests, Reformed epistemology (hereafter referred to as RE) 
functions as a philosophical endeavor driven by theological content. Philosophically 
speaking, RE argues that the “believer is entirely within his intellectual rights in 
believing as he does even if  he doesn’t know of  any good theistic arguments 
(whether deductive or inductive), even if  in fact no such argument exists . . . it 
is perfectly rational to accept belief  in God without accepting it on the basis of  
any other beliefs or propositions . . . belief  in God is properly basic.”7 To prevent the 
model from descending into total relativism, though, RE relies upon the sensus 
divinitatis, the theological notion that God has placed in all humanity an awareness 
of  himself. In rejecting evidentialism and classical foundationalism, RE creates a 
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philosophical avenue by which belief  in God can be declared properly basic, but 
in appealing to the sensus divinitatis, the RE attempts to correspond externally to 
truth. Because Alvin Plantinga plays a chief  role in the RE movement, this paper 
offers a brief  overview of  Plantinga’s expression of  RE, demonstrates the key role 
of  the sensus divinitatis in his model, and assesses his application of  the doctrine. 

Brief  Overview of  Plantinga’s Reformed Epistemology Model

Alvin Plantinga is the John A. O’Brien Professor of  Philosophy at the 
University of  Notre Dame, and besides his many shorter works, he has a three-
volume series through which he details his epistemological model.8 His newest 
book, Where the Conflict Really Lies: Science, Religion, and Naturalism, follows suit 
and boils the contemporary debate down to epistemological precommitments. 
On the whole, Plantinga’s RE program can be understood in three roles: as a 
polemic against Enlightenment evidentialism, as a substantial reformulation of  
foundationalism, and as a uniquely theological approach to epistemology.

Reformed Epistemology as a Polemic Against Evidentialism  

The evidentialist objection to theistic belief  rejects theism due to a lack of  
empirical evidence. Any belief, according to the evidentialist, is irrational and 
in violation of  epistemic duty unless it is supported by sufficient evidence or 
argument.9 Plantinga challenges this evidential requirement on two grounds. First, 
he asserts that the evidentialist, in judging all things empirically, takes unmerited 
liberty by determining normatively what is and what is not rational.10 Second, 
even the evidentialist must admit to believing some things without meeting 
the requirement of  sufficient evidence, for no one has the time or resources to 
investigate every belief. Therefore, Plantinga argues,

So presumably some propositions can properly be believed and accepted 
without evidence.  Well, why not belief  in God?  Why is it not entirely 
acceptable, desirable, right, proper, and rational to accept belief  in God 
without any argument or evidence whatever?11    

For Plantinga, evidentialism goes too far in its requirements and places too tight 
a restriction on epistemic duty—a restriction to which no human can reasonably 
be loyal.
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Reformed Epistemology as a Substantial Reformulation of  
Foundationalism

Plantinga cannot successfully debunk evidentialism without challenging its 
root, foundationalism. Stated simply, foundationalism is the view that “some of  
our beliefs rest on other beliefs . . . while others are held directly or immediately, 
without being derivative from other beliefs in this way.”12 These non-derivative 
beliefs are called “basic beliefs.” While evidentialism is a normative theory about 
the way basic and non-basic beliefs relate, foundationalism is the main thesis 
about the noetic structure of  the human mind.13 Medieval foundationalism, in 
the tradition of  Aquinas, argues that a belief  is properly basic if  it is self-evident 
(such as 2+2=4) or evident to the senses. Modern foundationalism, however, in 
the line of  Descartes and Locke, argues that a belief  is properly basic only if  it is 
self-evident or incorrigible. Plantinga lumps both of  these forms together under 
the heading “classical foundationalism,” and acknowledges that according to this 
theory, theistic belief  cannot be properly basic because it is not self-evident, evident 
to the senses, or incorrigible.14

Plantinga does not discredit the noetic structure of  foundationalism altogether, 
but rather confronts classical foundationalism’s narrow definition of  basicality. 
First, Plantinga argues that many commonly held beliefs do not meet classical 
foundationalism’s criteria of  basicality, but yet are still believed in a basic way, such 
as the belief  in other minds or the reality of  enduring physical objects. Therefore, 
classical foundationalism fails in that it infers the irrationality of  too many 
commonly held beliefs.15 Second, Plantinga declares that classical foundationalism 
is self-referentially defeating, because its very definition of  basicality is not self-
evident, evident to the senses, or incorrigible, and so one who accepts classical 
foundationalism stands guilty of  violating his or her own predefined epistemic 
duty.16 For Plantinga, just as evidentialism gives too narrow a definition of  
rationality, so classical foundationalism gives too narrow a definition of  basicality.  

After posing this formidable threat to classical foundationalism, Plantinga 
reformulates the definition of  basicality. He avows that the “criteria for proper 
basicality must be reached from below, rather than above; they should not be 
presented ex cathedra but argued to and tested by a relevant set of  examples.”17 
He writes,

And hence the proper way to arrive at such a criterion is, broadly speaking, 
inductive. We must assemble examples of  beliefs and conditions such that 
the former are obviously properly basic in the latter, and examples of  
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beliefs and conditions such that the former are obviously not basic in the 
latter. We must then frame hypotheses as to the necessary and sufficient 
conditions of  proper basicality and test these hypotheses by reference 
to those examples.18 

Without any deductive principles, however, not all will agree on the criteria by which 
a belief  can be rendered basic within a set of  conditions. At this point, Plantinga’s 
model becomes increasingly particular and liable to an extreme relativism that loses 
external correspondence to truth. Pointing out this weakness, Philip Quinn says, 
“The problem is that fidelity to the data in an initial set constructed from intuitions 
about what is obvious is a very weak constraint on the justification of  a criterion 
for proper basicality.”19 In simpler terms, under this broad definition of  basicality, it 
appears that there is no avenue by which to make belief  in the return of  the Great 
Pumpkin every Halloween any less rational or properly basic than belief  in God.20

Plantinga responds to the accusation of  relativism in two ways—one 
philosophical and the other theological. First, he says, “Particularism does not 
imply subjectivism.”21 Even if  there are, for instance, two conflicting sets criteria for 
basicality, it still remains that only one of  them can possibly be true and that at least 
one of  them must be false. He admits that this response may not be “polemically 
useful,” but nonetheless it does not follow from his broad definition of  basicality 
that “there is not truth of  the matter.”22 So that the RE model might decipher 
such truth, though, Plantinga’s second response to the charge of  relativism takes 
a decidedly theological turn. He appeals to John Calvin’s sensus divinitatis as a part 
of  humanity’s “natural noetic equipment” that provides the condition under which 
“everyone, whether in the faith or not, has a tendency . . . to apprehend God’s 
existence and to grasp something of  his nature and actions.”23 Therefore, the sensus 
divinitatis protects RE from relativism in that it gives the grounds by which belief  
in God can be understood as properly basic, and demonstrates why belief  in the 
Great Pumpkin cannot be construed as properly basic. Ultimately, Plantinga intends 
to reformulate foundationalism in such a way that basicality is defined inductively 
within a set of  conditions, and to demonstrate that the sensus divinitatis provides 
the condition that makes theistic belief  properly basic.  

Reformed Epistemology as a Distinctly Theological Approach to 
Epistemology

As it becomes increasingly clear in his writings, Plantinga not only seeks to 
prove that one does not violate any epistemic duty by believing in God, but also 
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desires to provide “from a Christian perspective an epistemological account of  
warranted Christian belief.”24 In such an undertaking, Plantinga initially considers 
the Reformed objection to natural theology, which accuses natural theology of  
implicitly conceding the rationality of  belief  in God to the deliverances of  reason.25 
To highlight the objection and illustrate the difficulty of  an evidentialist, natural 
theology, Plantinga claims, “If  my belief  in God is based on argument, then if  I 
am to be properly rational, epistemically responsible, I shall have to keep checking 
the philosophical journals to see whether, say, Anthony Flew has finally come up 
with a good objection to my favorite argument. This could be bothersome and 
time-consuming; and what do I do if  someone does find a flaw in my argument? 
Stop going to church?”26 Plantinga concludes that Reformed theologians who reject 
natural theology, like Calvin, Kuyper, Bavinck, and Barth, are actually arguing for 
the basicality of  belief  in God. He says,

In rejecting natural theology, therefore, these Reformed thinkers mean to 
say first of  all that the propriety or rightness of  belief  in God in no way 
depends upon the success or availability of  the sort of  theistic arguments 
that form the natural theologian’s stock in trade. I think this is their 
central claim here, and their central insight. As these Reformed thinkers 
see things, one who takes belief  in God as basic is not thereby violating 
any epistemic duties or revealing a defect in his noetic structure, quite the 
reverse. The correct or proper way to believe in God, they thought, was 
not on the basis of  argument from natural theology or anywhere else; 
the correct way is to take belief  in God as basic. . . .
 [T]he Reformed objection to natural theology, unformed 
and inchoate as it is, may best be seen as a rejection of  classical 
foundationalism.27 

Undoubtedly, Plantinga places a philosophical spin on theological thoughts, of  
which the theologians themselves may or may not approve. He takes this liberty 
because he is trying to clarify what he thinks are the accurate but “unclear, ill-
focused, and unduly inexplicit” insights of  Reformed theologians.28 Simply snagging 
an epistemological concept of  basicality from Reformed theology does not, though, 
do quite enough to warrant theistic, much less Christian, belief. While Plantinga’s 
construal of  the Reformed objection to natural theology illustrates the problems 
of  classical foundationalism and opens the door for declaring the basicality of  
belief  in God, it still leaves the model open to the charge of  relativism. Therefore, 
Plantinga must bring into play some cognitive and metaphysical mechanism to 



The Anderson Journal of  Christian Studies 13

demonstrate that properly basic belief  in God is not only possible, but true. Keeping 
in the vein of  Reformed theology, the mechanism he employs is the sensus divinitatis 
(hereafter referred to as SD). In Plantinga’s model, this Christian doctrine becomes 
an epistemological tool that shields RE from relativism, provides the grounds for 
the basicality of  belief  in God, makes the RE model correspond to a concept of  
truth, and links RE to Christian and not merely theistic belief. In many ways, the 
SD is the theological glue that holds together the philosophical model—the hitch, 
so to speak—and makes the whole project almost as apologetic as it is epistemic.   

An Analysis of  Plantinga’s Application of  the Sensus Divinitatis

Integrating the SD into his model, Plantinga relies heavily on Calvin’s 
presentation of  the doctrine in the first book of  his Institutes of  the Christian Religion, 
in which Calvin claims:

There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an 
awareness of  divinity.  This we take to be beyond controversy. To prevent 
anyone from taking refuge in the pretense of  ignorance, God himself  has 
implanted in all men a certain understanding of  his divine majesty.  Ever 
renewing its memory, he repeatedly sheds fresh drops. Since, therefore, 
men one and all perceive that there is a God and that he is their Maker, 
they are condemned by their own testimony because they have failed to 
honor him and to consecrate their lives to his will. If  ignorance of  God 
is to be looked for anywhere, surely one is most likely to find an example 
of  it among the more backward folks and those more remote from 
civilization. Yet there is, as the eminent pagan says, no nation so barbarous, 
no people so savage, that they have not a deep-seated conviction that 
there is a God. . . . So deeply does the common conception occupy the 
minds of  all, so tenaciously does it inhere in the hearts of  all! Therefore, 
since from the beginning of  the world there has been no region, no city, 
in short, no household, that could do without religion, there lies in this 
a tacit confession of  a sense of  deity inscribed in the hearts of  all. . . .
 Indeed, the perversity of  the impious, who though they struggle 
furiously are unable to extricate themselves from the fear of  God, is 
abundant testimony that this conviction, namely, that there is some God, 
is naturally inborn in all, and is fixed deep within, as it were n the very 
marrow. . . . From this we conclude that it is not a doctrine that must 
first be learned in school, but one of  which each of  us is master from 
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his mother’s womb and which nature itself  permits no one to forget, 
although many strive with every nerve to this end.29

Keeping this passage close at hand, Plantinga offers yet another philosophical 
construal of  a theological construct to support his RE model. First, he argues that 
the SD is a “kind of  faculty or cognitive mechanism,” which “in a wide variety of  
circumstances produces in us beliefs about God.”30 Second, he believes that Calvin’s 
doctrine does not surmise that the knowledge of  God is innate, but rather that the 
capacity for such knowledge is innate and must be matured.31 For Plantinga, then, 
the SD should be understood as “a disposition or set of  dispositions to form theistic 
beliefs in various circumstances, in response to the sorts of  conditions or stimuli 
that trigger the working of  this sense of  divinity.”32 These conditions or stimuli 
may involve a broad range of  experiential circumstances, including the majesty of  
nature, an awareness of  guilt, a sensation of  being forgiven, a spontaneous feeling 
of  gratitude, or a sense of  God’s presence.33 Not surprisingly, in Plantinga’s scheme, 
these conditions do not offer evidence from which one infers theistic belief, but 
rather they set the stage for such belief  to “arise within us” in a basic way, “being 
occasioned by the circumstances” and not concluded from them.34 So, the SD 
closely resembles perception, memory, and a priori beliefs insofar as they are basic 
and not accepted on the basis of  other propositions.35 In summary, for Plantinga, 
the SD is a “belief-producing faculty . . . that under right conditions produces 
belief  that isn’t evidentially based on other beliefs.”36

Plantinga seems fully aware, though, that he cannot simply employ the SD for 
his model and not deal with the broader issues entailed, namely the noetic effects 
of  sin and the soteriological path to true knowledge of  God. He readily admits 
that “the knowledge of  the sensus divinitatis, prior to faith and regeneration, is both 
narrowed in scope and partially suppressed . . . the sensus divinitatis has been 
damaged and corrupted by sin.”37 For Plantinga, then, the Fall had both moral 
and cognitive consequences for humanity, as sin causes a dysfunction of  the SD 
that precipitates an “inability to perceive God.”38 Plantinga argues, though, that 
sin does not completely annihilate the SD.  He states: 

The condition of  sin involves damage to the sensus divinitatis, but not 
obliteration; it remains partially functional in most of  us. We therefore 
typically have some grasp of  God’s presence and properties and demands, 
but this knowledge is covered over, impeded, suppressed. We are prone 
to hate God but, confusingly, in some way also inclined to love and seek 
him.39   
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Therefore, failure to believe in God may be justified because of  the sin-induced 
malfunction of  the SD, but such unbelief  remains ultimately irrational, because a 
properly functioning SD would always produce belief  in God.40 

The present fallen state of  the SD leaves humanity incapable of  acquiring 
true knowledge of  God without some type of  external, supernatural intervention. 
Plantinga offers an “extended model” of  RE to describe such intervention, which 
is still another philosophical construal of  Reformed theology, this time in terms 
of  soteriology. Simply put, the “extended model” is a “three-tiered congnitive 
process,” including the inspiration of  Scripture which reveals the way of  salvation, 
the presence of  the Holy Spirit which enables a person to believe the gospel, and 
the work of  the Holy Spirit to produce faith.41 For Plantinga, faith has a strong 
intellectual element. He quotes Calvin in avowing that faith is “a firm and certain 
knowledge of  God’s benevolence towards us, founded upon the truth of  the freely 
given promise in Christ, both revealed to our minds and sealed upon our hearts 
through the Holy Spirit.”42 The important thing for Plantinga’s RE model, though, 
is that this soteriological process, or “extended model,” does not replace the SD 
but instead repairs the SD and restores its cognitive functions. For Plantinga, 
regeneration necessitates “the repair of  the sensus divinitatis, so that once again we 
can see God and be put in mind of  him in the sorts of  situations in which that 
belief-producing process is designed to work.”43  

John Calvin and the Sensus Divinitatis

Evaluating Plantinga’s use of  Calvin’s SD proves to be a slow wade through 
murky waters. Calvin may be correct in thinking that an instinctual awareness 
of  God is “beyond controversy,” but no aspect of  interpreting and applying his 
doctrine enjoys such settled status.44 Among theologians and philosophers, there 
exists little agreement as to the nature of  the SD, the manner in which it functions, 
or information it delivers. Even those who take the doctrine seriously admit that 
Calvin’s presentation is sketchy, poorly defined, and incomplete.45 Controversies 
flourish—ad nauseam—concerning whether Calvin presents the SD as innate actual 
knowledge or as an innate faculty for knowledge, to what level such knowledge is 
immediate, whether and what attributes of  God are available through the SD, and 
to what extent the SD functions in the fallen state.46 The difficulty in interpreting 
Calvin springs from the fact that, in his presentation of  the SD, he does not 
theorize about its nature or function. He simply observes its presence and notes 
its effect, namely that humanity consciously rejects this awareness of  God and so 
becomes inexcusable for failure to worship God.47 Calvin’s concern is exegesis. At 



Anderson University College of  Christian Studies16

this point, it seems sufficient to offer two brief  lists of  the SD’s essential qualities 
in Calvin’s thought.  First, following B. B. Warfield, it is safe to say that for Calvin, 
the knowledge of  God available through the SD is “innate, naturally engraved on 
the hearts of  men, and so a part of  their very constitution as men, that it is a matter 
of  instinct, and every man is self-taught it from his birth.”48 Expounding a bit more, 
Esther Meek offers six characteristics that she believes emanate unmistakably from 
Calvin’s presentation of  the SD:

1. it is an awareness of  divinity;

2. all human beings have it; believer and unbeliever alike;

3. it is naturally inborn, within the human mind;

4. it consists of  an understanding of  God’s majesty;

5. it does not result from teaching or proofs;

6. it is ultimately insuppressible.49

Despite the widespread confusion over the SD, Plantinga’s use of  it must be 
vindicated at some level, or the whole project risks being theologically anomalous 
and philosophically unsound—the hitch might not hold. The best way to evaluate 
Plantinga’s application of  the doctrine is by exploring the specific objections that 
have been raised to it.  

Objection 1: The Sensus Divinitatis Is Not a Biblical Doctrine

William Lane Craig rejects Plantinga’s application of  the SD because he is 
“very skeptical that any sensus divinitatis exists.”50 He claims that there is no biblical 
support for the SD, and that any knowledge attributed to the supposed SD 
should instead be understood to come by means of  the testimonium Spiritus sancti 
internum, the inner witness of  the Holy Spirit, which is more clearly supported by 
Scripture.51 The difference is important, for whereas the SD represents a cognitive 
mechanism that is distorted by sin but restored in regeneration, the witness of  
the Holy Spirit is a matter of  “experiential reality” that bears witness to believers 
and unbelievers alike.52 In other words, Craig argues for an equal epistemic status 
between believers and unbelievers, and this is something the SD does not provide. 
However, Craig gives little explanation of  his position, offering only a brief  list 
of  biblical references (John 16:7-11; Rom 8:15-16; 1 John 2:20, 26-27; 3:24; 4:13; 
5:6-10). Jonathan O’Brien points out that Craig’s position rests much more heavily 
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on a pre-commitment to libertarian freedom than on solid exegesis.53 Furthermore, 
it seems that Craig’s objection does little to damage Plantinga’s scheme, because 
even Craig admits that the RE project could be reformulated in such a way as to 
use the testimonium in place of  the SD, arriving at a similar result.54

Nonetheless, the biblical support for the SD must be seriously considered. 
Without exegetical verification, Plantinga’s project would need to be substantially 
reformulated and, if  a reformulation based on another principle like the testimonium 
failed, it might need to be discarded altogether. While other passages may be 
brought to bear on the SD, Romans 1 is the primary text to which both Calvin 
and Plantinga appeal. In it, the apostle Paul writes:

For the wrath of  God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness 
and unrighteousness of  men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, 
because that which is known about God is evident within them; for God 
made it evident to them. For since the creation of  the world His invisible 
attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, 
being understood through what has been made, so that they are without 
excuse (Romans 1:18-20 NASB).

Douglas Moo argues that in this passage, Paul speaks of  more than universal 
evidence of  God that may or may not be perceived. Rather, Paul, in saying that a 
certain knowledge of  God is evident in humanity because God made it evident 
to humanity (dio,ti to. gnwsto.n tou/ qeou/ fanero,n evstin evn auvtoi/j\ o` qeo.j ga.r 

auvtoi/j evfane,rwsen), “asserts that people actually come to ‘understand’ something 
about God’s existence and nature.”55 As for the scope of  this understanding, Moo 
asserts that Paul’s argument “makes any limitation impossible.”56 Moo concludes 
that the text “teaches that all people have, by reason of  God’s revelation in creation, 
access to some degree of  knowledge about God and that, to however limited an 
extent, they subjectively perceive this knowledge.”57 Thomas Schreiner, in his 
exegesis, concurs, saying, “God has stitched into the fabric of  the human mind his 
existence and power, so that they are instinctively recognized when one views the 
created world.”58 It seems commonly agreed that Romans 1 teaches something of  a 
universal knowledge of  God, albeit severely distorted and salvifically nullified. While 
the passage does not discuss the nature or function of  the SD on a philosophical 
level, it at least confirms that Plantinga and Calvin have not strayed too far from 
the biblical data.59  
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Objection 2: The Sensus Divinitatis Does Not Precipitate Belief  in the 
Fallen State

Instead of  providing the conditions for which belief  in God may be considered 
properly basic, Derek Jeffreys boldly asserts that in the fallen state, “the sensus 
divinitatis produces a host of  images and fantasies which lead us away from God.”60 
According to this objection, Plantinga has misinterpreted Calvin by taking Calvin’s 
remarks about the pre-fallen natural knowledge of  God and applying them 
haphazardly to the present fallen state.61 Jeffreys observes that before Calvin speaks 
of  the SD in chapter 3 of  the Institutes, he first makes a disclaimer in chapter 2 
by saying, “I speak only of  the primal and simple knowledge to which the very 
order of  nature would have led us if  Adam had remained upright.”62 Therefore, 
the tendency or disposition to believe in God was present only before the Fall, but 
now “is no longer operative in fallen humanity.”63 Indeed, because of  sin, the SD 
is not a reliable epistemic module at all, and leads only to idolatry and “reveals the 
perversity of  the human mind.”64 Therefore, because belief  in God is something 
that must be wrought by divine agency, the SD is not something to be repaired or 
restored, but completely replaced by Scripture and the work of  the Holy Spirit.65 
Ultimately, both Jeffreys and John Beversluis assert that Plantinga ignores Calvin’s 
main purpose in presenting the SD. The role of  the SD in the fallen state is not 
to provide a condition leading to belief  but only to establish the culpability of  
humanity’s universal failure to believe.66 They have a point. Calvin says forthrightly,

Yet that seed remains which can in no wise be uprooted: that there is some 
sort of  divinity; but this seed is so corrupted that by itself  it produces 
only the worst fruits. . . . 
 But although we lack the natural ability to mount up unto the 
pure and clear knowledge of  God, all excuse is cut off  because the fault 
of  dullness is within us. And, indeed, we are not allowed thus to pretend 
ignorance without our conscience itself  always convicting us of  both 
baseness and ingratitude.67

Beversluis and Jeffreys correctly note that Calvin’s thrust is to demonstrate that 
while God has given all people certain knowledge of  himself, yet “all fall away 
from the true knowledge of  him.”68

The charge is substantial, but not defeating. First, while it is true that Calvin 
vacillates between describing the natural knowledge of  God that was present 
in pre-fallen humanity and the corrupted knowledge that actually is present in 
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fallen humanity, Helm points out that Calvin does not strictly separate the SD in 
the fallen state from that in the unfallen.69 Indeed, it seems that part of  Calvin’s 
point is to show that while the SD has been corrupted by the Fall, it nonetheless 
functions well enough render humanity accountable for their idolatry and failure 
to believe. Dewey Hoitenga notes, and Jeffreys agrees, that despite the epistemic 
shortcomings of  the SD in the fallen state, humanity retains the knowledge that 
God exists, and that he is majestic and powerful.70 Therefore, as much as Beversluis 
and Jeffreys accuse Plantinga of  missing Calvin’s point, it appears that they miss 
Plantinga’s point. Plantinga admits that in the fallen state, the SD fails to produce 
accurate belief. He confesses,

Our original knowledge of  God and his glory is muffled and impaired; 
it has been replaced (by virtue of  sin) by stupidity, dullness, blindness, 
inability to perceive God or to perceive him in his handiwork. Our 
knowledge of  his character and his love toward us can be smothered: 
it can even be transformed into a resentful thought that God is to be 
feared and mistrusted; we may see him as indifferent or even malignant.71

For Plantinga, however, the accuracy of  the knowledge of  God produced by the 
SD in the fallen state stands beside the point, because true knowledge of  God 
comes only in the soteriological “extended model.” As long as the SD provides 
some knowledge of  God in fallen humanity, no matter how little or how distorted, 
Plantinga argues that it is sufficient for his model.72 A mere, slight awareness of  
divinity is enough to render belief  in God properly basic.  

Objection 3: The Sensus Divinitatis Is Not a Capacity for Belief, but 
Actual Belief

Beversluis and others point out that in presenting the SD, Calvin merely 
observes that a universal awareness of  God exists. He does not address the issue 
of  the rationality of  belief  in God.73 Concerning Calvin, Beversluis claims, “The 
question of  whether religious belief  is rational—much less, what it means for a 
belief  to be rational—never enters his head.” What Calvin states “is not a normative 
claim about what human beings may justifiably believe; it is an empirical claim about 
what they, in fact, do believe.”74 If  Beversluis is correct, then Plantinga misapplies 
Calvin in two ways. First, since Calvin is not concerned with the rationality of  belief, 
Plantinga’s use of  the SD to debunk classical foundationalism and establish the 
basicality of  belief  in God is simply illegitimate.75 Plantinga, by reading normativity 
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into mere observation, has taken Calvin’s SD too far out of  its context to be of  any 
use in the RE model. Second, by construing the SD as a belief-producing faculty, 
Plantinga has not applied Calvin at all, but has simply constructed a whole new 
idea under the guise of  Calvin’s doctrine.76

Helm, although he agrees that Calvin has little interest in the rationality of  
belief, nonetheless comes to Plantinga’s aid. He maintains that while the knowledge 
of  God provided by the SD is in some way an immediate knowledge, the SD still 
constitutes a cognitive faculty. Helm believes that Calvin puts forth the SD as a 
faculty from the very beginning of  his presentation. Calvin purports, “Now, the 
knowledge of  God, as I understand it, is that by which we not only conceive that 
there is a God but also grasp what befits us and is proper to his glory, in fine, what 
is to our advantage to know of  Him.”77 Helm believes such a statement leaves no 
choice but to read the SD as a “human faculty or disposition to interpret certain 
data in certain ways.”78 Furthermore, Helm’s ultimate conclusion as to the nature 
of  the SD sounds surprisingly similar to Plantinga’s. Helm believes that “according 
to Calvin the SD is an innate endowment triggered by factors which are not innate, 
namely the features of  the external world.”79 Helm’s assistance may not settle the 
dispute over the nature of  the SD in Calvin, but it at least sustains the possibility 
of  interpreting the SD as a cognitive faculty.  

The dilemma concerning the nature of  the SD in Calvin may not be as critically 
important for RE as some claim. First, the biblical data in Romans 1, as noted above, 
teaches that humans in the fallen state have both the capacity for the knowledge of  
God and a certain grasp of  the knowledge of  God, although gravely distorted by 
sin. Second, by understanding the SD as a capacity for knowledge, Plantinga must 
go to great lengths to demonstrate that the knowledge it produces is properly basic 
knowledge and not inferred from evidence.80 Interpreting the SD as only actual 
knowledge, however, might save Plantinga the effort and simplify the model. Actual 
knowledge provided by the SD would have greater immediacy, and thus would 
be easier to claim as properly basic. In such a case, Plantinga would not have to 
explain how the SD produces properly basic beliefs, for the SD itself  would be 
a properly basic belief. Helm offers such a simplified reformulation in six stages:

1. The original epistemic condition of  mankind was such that every 

human belief  held then was fully rationally justified.

2. Originally, mankind believed in God without needing any reasons for 

doing so.



The Anderson Journal of  Christian Studies 21

3. Whatever presently remains of  the original epistemic condition is 

rational.

4. For any present belief, if  that belief  is identical with a belief  that was 

part of  the original human condition, then that belief  is rational.

5. Some people presently believe in God without having any reasons 

for doing so.

6. Therefore, those who presently believe in God without reasons for 

doing so are rational.81

On the balance, whether the SD is understood as a capacity for knowledge, 
actual knowledge, or both, Plantinga’s model can be adapted to any of  the three 
circumstances.

Conclusion

The importance of  the SD to Plantinga’s model cannot be overstated. 
Without integrating the SD, the model falls to the criticism that RE accomplishes 
nothing more than adding the category of  strong immediate experience to classical 
foundationalism’s formulation of  basicality. Moreover, without the SD, Plantinga’s 
model disintegrates into a type of  postmodern relativism that would leave truth 
indiscernible and nullify all noetic and rational structures, because nearly any belief  
in any condition could be rendered properly basic. For Plantinga, the SD is central to 
developing a coherent epistemology that corresponds to a notion of  objective truth.  

Plantinga makes it plain that he does not offer an authoritative interpretation 
of  Calvin on the SD.82 For him, whether or not he employs the SD in a way that 
is fully consistent with Calvin’s presentation is not the main issue. If  the SD exists 
and functions at all in fallen humanity—no matter how damaged by sin and no 
matter whether it constitutes actual knowledge or a capacity for knowledge—it 
gives RE what it needs: namely, a basis for declaring belief  in God as properly 
basic without sliding into relativism. Plantinga’s application stretches Calvin’s SD 
beyond its original intent, but it is not a complete misrepresentation of  Calvin. 
Indeed, Calvin himself  sounds similar to Plantinga when he claims, 

We see that no long or toilsome proof  is needed to elicit evidences that 
serve to illuminate and affirm the divine majesty; since from the few we 
have sampled at random, whithersoever you turn, it is clear that they are 
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so very manifest and obvious that they can easily be observed with the 
eyes and pointed out with the finger. . . . Consequently, we know the 
most perfect way of  seeking God, and the most suitable order, is not for 
us to attempt with bold curiosity to penetrate to the investigation of  his 
essence, which we ought more to adore than meticulously search out, 
but for us to contemplate him in his works whereby he renders himself  
near and familiar to us, and in some manner communicates himself. The 
apostle was referring to this when he said that we need not seek him far 
away, seeing that he dwells by his very present power in each of  us.83

Ultimately, since Plantinga’s model is not antithetical to the biblical evidence 
and seems able to conform to different understandings of  the SD in Calvin, it 
legitimately links a formidable, Christian account of  belief  in God. So far, the 
hitch holds.

Plantinga’s overarching purpose for RE is developing an epistemology whereby 
one cannot question the rationality of  theistic belief  without questioning its truth.84 
This he does by giving theological answers to philosophical problems, thereby 
building a model in which “any cogent objection to the model’s truth will also have 
to be a cogent objection to the truth of  theistic or Christian belief.”85 For example, 
when someone like Donald Hatcher charges that any epistemology that includes 
a notion of  sin is inherently flawed, he instantly moves beyond epistemology into 
the realm of  truth.86 Therefore, Plantinga concludes that if  theism is true, then 
something like his model is true.87 Such a conclusion may seem uncomfortably 
circular, but Plantinga reassures his critics that he is not presenting an apologetic for 
the existence God, but only an epistemological account of  humanity’s knowledge 
of  him if  he indeed exists. 88 

Theologians, in their effort to keep reason in the service of  faith, often 
proclaim philosophy to be the “handmaiden” of  theology. On the one hand, 
Plantinga does just the opposite as he employs theology in the service of  a 
philosophical model, thereby causing caution among many Christian thinkers. 
Theology neither fits cleanly into western philosophical paradigms, nor should 
it. On the other hand, though, in the end, philosophy still serves theology in the 
Plantinga’s model, because it aspires to demonstrate the rationality of  Christian 
theism. Contemporary Christian thinkers must learn one thing from Plantinga: do 
not leave epistemology to the secularists! Christians must not be bound to argue for 
Christianity from secular epistemological frameworks. In the final estimation, RE 
comprises a robust and intriguing model that ruptures the core of  evidentialism and 
provides a path to justified Christian belief. Having boldly challenged the secular 
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academy, it comes as no surprise that RE “is at the center of  the most vigorous 
movement in contemporary American philosophy of  religion.”89 

Dr. Chuck Fuller is Assistant Professor of  Christian Studies at Anderson. He came 
to AU from a pastorate in Louisville, KY, where he earned a Ph.D. in Preaching 
from Southern Baptist Seminary.
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I Have Decided to See the Crucified Christ:
The Pauline Model for Biblical Theology 

Channing L. Crisler

Introduction

Biblical Theology strikes me as inherently indecisive.  There is indecision 
regarding its definition, sources, aim, and approach.1   Naturally, there is 

vacillation about the discipline’s quintessential concern—the relationship between 
the two testaments.2   Biblical Theology’s basic question “Does the Bible possess a 
fundamental unity?” has been answered in a variety of  ways.3 There are a number 
of  interpreters who have employed historical, canonical, narrative, and thematic 
methods to articulate the relationship between the Old and New Testaments (OT-
NT). Each of  these broader methods possesses their own set of  specific emphases 
and nuances. Nevertheless, despite the helpful insight many of  these approaches 
provide, one wonders whether or not the variety of  unifying “options” are an 
implicit confession that “We still haven’t found what we are looking for.”

The Apostle Paul did not suffer from Biblical Theology’s indecisiveness.  To 
the contrary, Paul is unapologetic about his decision to make Christ crucified the 
center of  his preaching, teaching, and, most importantly for my purposes, his 
OT interpretation.  His decisiveness is especially evident in 1 Corinthians 2:2, 
“For I decided (e;krina,) to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and this 
one crucified.”4   While in the immediate context Paul is offering a hyperbolic 
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summation of  his preaching, this decisively cross-centered approach is indicative 
of  Pauline theology in general and instructive for Biblical Theology.

Paul’s decision to make the death of  Christ the center of  his instruction 
in 1 Corinthians is a model one should adopt for locating the center of  biblical 
theologies today.  It is a model that comes to light as one considers how Paul linked 
his instruction to the OT by means of  Christ’s death. There are other NT writers 
who demonstrate a similar cross-centered model for unifying the testaments. A 
brief  analysis of  how this model works will provide some helpful suggestions for 
the decision Biblical Theology should make.

Paul’s Decision at Work in 1 Corinthians

Paul’s decision to “know nothing except Jesus Christ and this one crucified” 
defines and transcends his preaching.  The death of  Christ is the core of  his 
kerygma and the central link between his use of  the OT and instruction to the 
Corinthians.  Paul’s cross-centered link can be summarized in three predicates about 
Christ crucified: (1) Christ Crucified is Prophetic Wisdom; (2) Christ Crucified is 
the Paschal Lamb; and (3) Christ Crucified is Yahweh.

Christ Crucified is Prophetic Wisdom

There are a number of  OT citations in 1 Corinthians 1:18-3:23 that collectively 
form the “backbone” of  Paul’s argument against the world’s sofi,a.5   The common 
thread of  the citations in 1 Corinthians 1:19, 31, 2:9, and 2:16 is their emphasis 
on two qualities of  the wisdom proclaimed by the prophets: (1) subversion; and 
(2) hiddenness.6

Paul evokes the subversive quality of  prophetic wisdom through his citations 
of  Isaiah 29:4 and Jeremiah 9:23:

For it is written, ‘I will destroy the wisdom of  the wise and I will reject 
the cleverness of  the clever’ (1 Cor 1:19).

In order that just as it is written, ‘Let the one who boasts boast in the 
Lord’ (1 Cor 1:31).

In their original contexts, these statements are part of  a larger announcement 
of  God’s judgment that very few understood.  Both prophets point out that, 
despite all appearances of  godly wisdom, the people did not really know God at 
all.7   Consequently, God subverted, in fact destroyed, prevailing wisdom through 



Anderson University College of  Christian Studies30

judgment against his people via the ungodly and deliverance of  the downtrodden.8   
As Otto Kaiser describes the prophetic wisdom, “The coming act of  God will 
run contrary to their present opinion and understanding, however much faith they 
put in it.”9   Paul sees the cross as a subversion of  prevailing wisdom as well.  In 
1 Corinthians 1:18-31, he links the subversive wisdom of  the prophets with his 
own preaching through the “word of  the cross” (1 Cor 1:18). The death of  Christ 
is the prophetic wisdom that overthrows the wisdom of  the world (1 Cor 1:20).  
In the prophetic vein of  Isaiah and Jeremiah, Paul explains that the “word of  the 
cross” destroys the “wise” and “powerful” who reject it, but it is salvation for the 
“foolish,” “weak,” and “insignificant” (1 Cor 1:18, 26-28).10   The purpose for the 
subversive “wisdom” of  the cross is congruent with the purpose of  Jeremiah’s 
prophetic wisdom, namely to eliminate any human boasting (pa/sa sa.rx) before 
God. Jeremiah and Paul are in agreement that deliverance comes from the Lord 
(ku,rioj):

‘But rather let the one who boasts boast in this, that he understands and 
knows that I am the Lord (ku,rioj) doing mercy ( e;leoj) and justice (kri,ma) 
and righteousness ( dikaiosu,nhn) upon the earth, because my will is in 
these things,’ says the Lord (Jer 9:23 LXX).

But by Him you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from 
God, and righteousness ( dikaiosu,nh) and sanctification (a`giasmo,j) and 
redemption (avpolu,trwsij) (1 Cor 1:30).

Since the source of  the deliverance is the ku,rioj, one’s boast is to be “in the Lord” 
(evn kuri,w|). The ku,rioj in 1 Corinthians 1:31 is the crucified Christ.11   Therefore, 
Paul escalates the subversive wisdom of  the prophets by proclaiming the crucifixion 
and resurrection of  the “Lord” (1 Cor 2:8).

Paul highlights the hidden quality of  prophetic wisdom through his citations 
of  Isaiah 64:3 and Isaiah 40:13:

But just as it is written, ‘Things which eye has not seen and ear has not 
heard and has not entered the heart of  man, the things which God 
prepared for those who love Him” (1 Cor 2:9).

For who has known the mind of  the Lord, who will advise him? (1 Cor 
2:16)

The prophets did not shy away from speaking about God as hidden and 
mysterious.12   This is especially true in the book of  Isaiah.  In fact, God’s 
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hiddenness is most famously stated in Isaiah 45:15, “Surely you are a God who 
hides himself, the God of  Israel who saves.” The hithpael participle rTE+T;s.mi indicates 
the reflexive nature of  God’s action. God does not seem to be hidden. Instead, he 
purposefully hides himself.  The divine hiddenness and mystery is also a part of  
Isaiah 64 and 40, wherein the prophet reflects on God’s freedom to enigmatically 
judge and save in the manner he chooses.  As Isaiah puts it, no one is able to 
“direct the Spirit of  the Lord” (Isa 40:13 MT) or “know his mind” (Isa 40:13 
LXX).  Likewise, Paul does not hesitate to speak of  God’s hidden and mysterious 
ways to the Corinthians.  In 1 Corinthians 2:6-8 Paul describes the divine wisdom 
of  the cross as “hidden in a mystery” and “predetermined before the ages.”  It is 
wisdom that none of  the “rulers of  this age” has understood as evidenced by their 
crucifixion of  the “Lord of  glory” (1 Cor 2:8).  Moreover, for Paul, the referent of  
the Isaianic phrases “things which eye has not seen and ear has not heard,” as well 
as the “mind of  the Lord,” is the crucified Christ.  No eye really “sees” the death 
of  Christ, and no human mind understands the divine “mind” that planned the 
crucifixion “before the ages” (1 Cor 2:7).  It is God who reveals the wisdom of  the 
cross through the gift of  the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 2:10-15). To have Isaiah’s “mind 
of  the Lord,” or Paul’s “mind of  Christ,” is to ultimately see and hear the death of  
Christ (1 Cor 2:16).13   Therefore, just as he escalated the subversive character of  
prophetic wisdom, Paul also escalates its hidden character by seeing the death of  
Christ as the hidden wisdom that God reveals through the Holy Spirit.

Christ Crucified is the Paschal Lamb

A second way that Paul links the OT to his own instruction is found in the 
imperative of  1 Corinthians 5:7, “Clean out the old leaven, in order that you might 
be a new batch; for also Christ our Passover lamb (pa,sca) has been slaughtered.”  
Paul adopts some of  the language and imagery from Exodus 12 LXX with a 
particular interest in the Feast of  Unleavened Bread.14   One of  the commands 
found in Exodus 12:15 LXX is:

Seven days you shall eat what is unleavened (a;zuma), and from the first day 
you shall remove what is leavened from your houses; everyone, whoever 
should eat what is leavened, that life will be destroyed from Israel from 
the first day until the eighth day.

The commands regarding unleavened bread and the Passover lamb had two 
instructional aims: (1) to remind Israel that God delivered the nation from the 
judgment against Egypt through the death of  another; (2) to remind Israel that 
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God delivered the nation quickly (so quickly that the Israelites did not even have 
time to prepare their bread properly).15   Additionally, on a practical level, the 
removal of  leaven, or a “little portion of  a previous week’s ‘batch of  dough,’ helped 
to prevent the risk of  infection.”16   Paul connects the instructional aims of  the 
Passover and the Feast of  Unleavened Bread to the Corinthian situation by means 
of  the crucified Christ.  God delivered Israel from his wrath against the Egyptians 
by means of  a pa,sca, and the pa,sca that delivers the Corinthians is the crucified 
Christ.17 Additionally, just as Israel commemorated their quick deliverance from 
Egypt by eating unleavened bread, which also reduced the risk of  physical infection, 
the Corinthians are to celebrate their own deliverance without the leaven of  sin 
that will cause spiritual infection, “Therefore, let us celebrate ( e`orta,zwmen) not 
with old leaven nor with the leaven of  wickedness and fornication but with the 
unleavened things of  sincerity and truth” (1 Cor 5:8).18

I am not sure if  the gravity of  Paul’s OT exegesis is always appreciated at 
this point.  He is not merely grasping for an illustration to drive his exhortation 
home.  Instead, he radically redefines the lifeblood of  Israelite worship.  He does 
not reduce Israel’s Paschal lamb to an object lesson but definitively escalates its 
meaning by connecting it with the crucified Christ. The one significant difference 
between Israel’s Pachal lamb and Corinth’s Paschal lamb is that the latter was to 
be worshipped.  For Israel, the Paschal lamb was a part of  their worship, but it did 
not qualify as the object of  worship.  By contrast, Christ crucified is in fact the 
Paschal Lamb whom the Corinthians are to celebrate.  They are to worship Christ 
crucified, the Paschal lamb, by removing the leaven of  wickedness and fornication 
from their midst.  Paul’s encouragement for the Corinthians to worship the Paschal 
lamb is apparent in his instructions regarding the Lord’s Supper which I will discuss 
below (1 Cor 11:20).

Christ Crucified is Yahweh

1 Corinthians 10:1-13 is steeped in references from the Pentateuch that evoke 
memories of  Israel’s exodus, wilderness wanderings, and apostasy.19   In Paul’s 
typological connection between Israel’s failure and the situation in Corinth, Christ 
crucified once again serves as the exegetical hub.  Specifically, Paul identifies Christ 
crucified as Israel’s redeemer and provider in the wilderness (1 Cor 10:1-4), the one 
whom Israel tested in the golden calf  incident (1 Cor 10:9), and the one whom 
the Corinthians are in danger of  making jealous (1 Cor 10:22).  In other words, 
Christ crucified is Yahweh.20   I have purposefully chosen the predicate Yahweh, 
because one can refer to Jesus as God without ever considering the implications 
of  that title for interpreting the OT.
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Paul’s identification of  Christ crucified as Yahweh is evident in at least three 
ways.  First, Paul sees the “spiritual” food and drink that Yahweh supplied to Israel 
in the desert as types of  the cup and bread of  Christ supplied to the Corinthians 
(1 Cor 10:3-4, 16). Yet, the typology must not be understood merely as “A” (i.e., 
manna and water from rock for Israel) then “B” (i.e., the cup and the bread for 
the Corinthians).  Instead, Paul’s point is that B was already in A. As he explains 
it, Christ is the “spiritual rock” who provided life to the Israelites just as he did 
for the Corinthians.  In both the wilderness and Corinth, the source of  life is 
the cup and the bread of  Christ (i.e., Christ crucified). The only real difference 
between the two is that Israel’s water and food was a proleptic reference to Christ’s 
death while Corinth’s cup and bread is a retrospective reference to Christ’s death.  
Second, Paul identifies Christ crucified as Yahweh by warning the Corinthians not 
to test him as the Israelites did.  In 1 Corinthians 10:9 Paul writes, “Nor let us test 
Christ (to.n Cristo,n), just as some of  them tested him and they were destroyed 
by the serpents.”21   Here Paul makes an explicit allusion to Numbers 21:5-6 LXX, 
“And the people were speaking against God and against Moses saying, ‘Why did 
you bring us out from Egypt, to kill us in the desert?’ And the Lord sent to the 
people deadly serpents, and they were biting the people, and many of  the sons 
of  Israel died.” Paul identifies the ku,rioj from Numbers 21:6 LXX as Christ in 
1 Corinthians 10:9.  The Israelites tested Christ by their murmuring, and they 
were punished by serpents.  The Corinthians’ murmuring could result in a similar 
destruction (1 Cor 10:10).22   Finally, in 1 Corinthians 10:22, Paul identifies Christ 
crucified as Yahweh by warning the Corinthians not to provoke him to jealousy as 
the Israelites did, “Or do we provoke (parazhlou/men) the Lord to jealousy?  We 
are not stronger than him are we?”23   The cause of  divine provocation in Israel 
and Corinth was exactly the same, idol worship rather than the worship of  Christ.  
Paul’s typological connection between Israel and Corinth is evident in his echoes 
of  Deuteronomy 32 LXX:

They sacrificed to demons (daimoni,oij) and not to God, to gods, whom 
they did not know (Deut 32:17a LXX).

But, I say, that the things which they sacrifice, they sacrifice to demons 
(daimoni,oij) and not to God (1 Cor 10:20).

They provoked me to anger (parezh,lwsa,n) with that which is not a god, 
they provoked (parw,rgisa,n) me to anger with their idols (Deut 32:21a 
LXX).
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Paul’s echoes arise in the midst of  his overarching warning to beware of  
idolatry.24   The Corinthians must not share in the “table of  the Lord” and “the 
table of  demons” (1 Cor 10:21). They cannot partake of  the supper that proclaims 
the death of  Christ until he comes and the demonic table of  idols (1 Cor 10:21; 
11:26). The Corinthians cannot share in the blessings of  Christ’s blood and body 
at the same time that they share in demons (1 Cor 10:15, 20). Otherwise, they will 
provoke Christ to anger with their idolatry just as the Israelites provoked him to 
anger with their own idolatry.

Paul links his warning about idolatry in Corinth to idolatry in Israel’s wilderness 
generation by identifying Christ crucified as Yahweh. The God Israel provoked 
is the same one the Corinthians run the risk of  provoking.  Israel knew him as 
Yahweh, and Paul identifies him as God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, the 
crucified Christ (1 Cor 8:6).

The Decision at Work Elsewhere in the NT

Paul is not the only NT writer who decided to see Christ crucified as the 
unifying center between the OT and their own writing.  Moreover, he is not the 
only one whose unifying model identifies Christ crucified as prophetic wisdom, 
the Paschal Lamb, and Yahweh.  I will briefly note a few examples.

Christ Crucified is Prophetic Wisdom

In the Synoptic Gospels, Christ crucified is the prophetic wisdom that is 
both subversive and hidden.  For example, Matthew 11:25 and Luke 10:21 both 
contain allusions to Isaiah 29:14 (cf. 1 Cor 1:19).25   Jesus praises the Father because 
he subverts conventional wisdom and hides divine wisdom, “In that time Jesus 
answered and said, ‘I praise you, Father, Lord of  heaven and earth, because you 
hid these things from the wise and clever and you revealed them to children” (Matt 
11:25).  The similarities between Paul’s use of  Isaiah 29:14 in 1 Corinthians 1:19 
and the allusion to it in Matthew 11:25 are quite clear. God’s prophetic wisdom 
is concealed from the arrogant and revealed to the downtrodden.  In Matthew’s 
context the downtrodden are children who receive wisdom from God, and in 
Paul’s context the downtrodden are the foolish, the base and insignificant (1 Cor 
1:26-28). The referent of  the prophetic wisdom that God hides in Matthew and 1 
Corinthians is also the same, namely the death of  Christ.  However, it is expressed 
differently.  While Paul explicitly identifies the death of  Christ as hidden wisdom, 
Jesus speaks about it in parables:
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Jesus spoke all these things in parables to the crowds and without a parable 
he was not speaking anything to them, in order that the word which was 
spoken through the prophet might be fulfilled saying, ‘I will open my 
mouth in parables, and I will speak things hidden from the foundation 
of  the world (Matt 13:34-35).

Even when he speaks plainly about his impending death, Jesus is dismissed as if  
he were speaking foolishness.26

Christ Crucified is the Paschal Lamb

There are a number of  references to the Passover and the Passover lamb in 
the NT.27 Christ crucified is often identified as the Paschal lamb, but it is not as 
explicit as Paul’s description in 1 Corinthians 5:8.  The Synoptic Gospels and John 
often make an implicit link between Israel’s Passover celebration and the death of  
Christ.  Mark provides some good examples:

Now it was the Passover (pa,sca) and the Feast of  Unleavened Bread was 
two days away. And the high priests and the scribes were seeking how 
having seized him by deceit they might kill him (Mark 14:1).

And in the first day of  Unleavened Bread, when the Passover lamb was 
sacrificed, his disciples were saying to him, ‘Where do you want us to 
go and prepare in order that you might eat the Passover? (Mark 14:12).

Luke provides a more explicit connection between the Passover and Jesus’ 
death.28   Specifically, Luke sets the passion of  Christ in the context of  the Passover 
in order to “fuse” together the “messianic deliverance” that the meal pointed to 
and the kingdom ushered in by Jesus’ death.29 The crucifixion links the hope of  
future deliverance celebrated in Israel’s Passover and the realization of  that hope 
at Golgotha.

Christ Crucified is Yahweh

The Gospel of  John identifies Christ crucified as Yahweh in a way similar to 
1 Corinthians 10.  For example, in John 6:47-51 there is a typological connection 
between Israel’s manna in the desert and Jesus’ crucified body (cf. “spiritual food” 
in 1 Cor 10:3).  Jesus identifies his own body as the bread of  life typified by OT 
manna. He explains, “I am the living bread which has come down from heaven; 
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if  anyone should eat from this bread he will live forever, and the bread which I 
will give for the life of  the world is my flesh” (John 6:51). Similarly, in John 4:10-
15 Jesus identifies himself  as the source of  “living water.”  The expression “living 
water” evokes thoughts of  the water that came from the rock in Israel’s wilderness 
wanderings (cf. “spiritual drink” in 1 Cor 10:4).30   The source of  both physical 
and spiritual life in the OT is clearly Yahweh.  The divine source of  life in the OT 
is sometimes depicted through images such as water and wells.31   John identifies 
that divine source as Jesus whose death becomes the source of  life. Moreover, the 
descriptions of  Jesus as the “bread of  life” and the source of  “living water” must 
be understood in light of  John’s divine identification of  Jesus in John 1:1-18.32   

The Logos who in the beginning was God is the same Logos who provides “bread” 
and “water” through his death.  For John, as with Paul, Christ crucified is Yahweh.

A Few Suggestions in Light of  Paul’s Decision

I have by no means exhausted how Paul and other NT writers see the death of  
Christ as the primary link between their writings and the OT. Additionally, I have 
not attempted to show how this model would work with the many OT passages 
that are never cited, alluded to, or echoed in the NT.  I have simply attempted to 
demonstrate that Paul and other NT writers made a decision to see Christ crucified 
as the unifying center between what they had to say and what had already been said 
in the OT.  In light of  that decision, here are a few suggestions for Biblical Theology.

Suggestion 1 - Wisdom in the OT, both prophetic wisdom and wisdom 
literature itself, should ultimately be seen through the death of  Christ.  

The decision must be made to interpret OT wisdom that is historically and literarily 
removed from the death of  Christ in the light of  the death of  Christ.  If  the death 
of  Christ has become the ultimate revelation of  God’s wisdom, then all OT and 
NT wisdom texts must be interpreted with that revelation in view (1 Cor 1:30). 
Moreover, if  the crucified Christ is Yahweh, then the beginning of  the knowledge 
that is described as the “fear of  Yahweh” must also be seen as the fear of  Christ 
crucified (Prov 1:7).

Suggestion 2 - Christ crucified should be seen as the heart of  Israelite 
religion in the OT rather than its mere climax.

The typological identification of  Jesus as the rock that followed Israel in the 
wilderness is one indication among others in the NT that Jesus cannot be limited 
to the end of  Israel’s story.  It is also not enough to say that figures and events in 
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Israel’s history point forward to the death of  Christ.  While those things are true 
enough, they do not go far enough in their view of  Jesus (at least not to the point 
that Paul takes it in 1 Corinthians). Statements such as “Before Abraham was, I 
am” need to be taken more seriously in discussions of  Biblical Theology.  Before 
Israel’s history ever got off  the ground in Ur, Christ was already present.

Suggestion 3—Christ crucified must be seen as the very essence of  what 
it means for God to be God in both testaments.33  

In addition to Paul’s identification of  Christ crucified as Yahweh in the 1 Corinthians 
10, one of  the most powerful expressions of  this truth is found in Revelation 5:13:

And every creature which was in heaven and upon the earth and under 
the earth and upon the sea and all the things in them I heard saying, ‘To 
the one who sits on the throne and to the lamb be glory and honor and 
glory and power forever and ever.’

With echoes of  Genesis 1, John describes the entire chorus of  creation as praising 
the one who sits on the throne and the lamb.  From the perspective of  Revelation, 
Christ crucified is worthy of  eternal praise.  His death is the very essence of  what 
it means for God to be God from beginning to end throughout the biblical text. 
Therefore, nothing that God does from Genesis through Revelation can be rightly 
understood or unified apart from the death of  Christ.

Conclusion

While all of  this probably makes the historical critic cringe (or snicker) and 
scribbles on the geometrically satisfying storyline of  narrative theology, I am 
persuaded that Paul’s decision to know nothing except Christ crucified is the proper 
way forward in Biblical Theology.  I suspect that would mean that I am proposing 
not merely “a” model but “the only” model for unifying the OT and NT.  To borrow 
a well-known analogy from an interpreter who attempted to articulate the center 
of  Paul’s theology, “All other biblical theologies are a subsidiary crater, which has 
formed within the rim of  the main crater—Christ crucified.”

Dr. Channing Crisler is Assistant Professor of  Christian Studies at Anderson. He 
came to AU from a pastorate in Louisville, KY, where he earned a Ph.D. in New 
Testament Studies from The Southern Baptist Seminary.
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A Series of  Unfortunate Events: 
How Hezekiah’s Interrupted Death Story 

Hails the Exile
Bryan Howard Cribb

 

The account of  Hezekiah’s reforms and of  his subsequent leadership of  Judah 
during the Assyrian crisis in 2 Kings 18-19 represents one of  the high points 

in the Former Prophets. But by 2 Kings 21, the optimism of  these two chapters 
has disappeared, and the Southern Kingdom of  Judah has begun the inevitable 
slide to exile. Indeed, with the reign of  King Manasseh in 2 Kings 21, the historian 
bluntly predicts that Jerusalem will be wiped clean like a dish. 

However, this sudden shift is not without warning. The author expertly signals 
the coming judgment in 2 Kings 20 by recounting two paratactic events—the 
postponement of  Hezekiah’s death and the visitation of  the king by Babylonian 
envoys. The author embeds both accounts within a Hebrew narrative form, known 
as a “death story.” The author’s manipulation of  this typical form in an atypical 
way makes very clear that Hezekiah’s ordered house would soon be placed in a 
state of  disorder.

The following paper will provide a form critical analysis of  the death story of  
Hezekiah. Such an analysis will yield significant insight into how the historian uses 
the king’s last years to point forward prophetically to the ultimate fate of  Judah. 



Anderson University College of  Christian Studies42

Death Stories as a Genre

Establishing “death stories” as a genre is beyond the scope of  this paper. For 
further information and background regarding this narrative form, one may consult 
the present author’s forthcoming book from Gorgias Press—“Speaking on the 
Brink of  Sheol: Form and Message of  Old Testament Death Stories.” However, 
a brief  explanation of  the form is in order. 

Most form critical scholars who have classified death accounts in the Old 
Testament according to their genre identify them as “reports.” While this term 
is helpful and applicable to many texts describing an individual’s death, the 
designation seems too narrow to encompass all the texts. For example, George 
Coats classifies as “death report” both a one-verse notice of  death (as might be 
found in a genealogy) and the account of  Jacob’s death (spanning parts of  four 
chapters).1 However, even the untrained eye can discern differences between the 
two accounts—in structure, in length, in literary features, in plot, and in theological 
significance. 

These stories are similar to what many form critical scholars label “tale.” 
Unlike a “saga,”2 a story is a short narrative, with a relatively small collection of  
characters, a simple plot, and usually a single scene.3 In contrast to reports, stories 
do have a plot—the most notable aspects of  which are tension, resolution, and 
characterization.4 In addition, stories exhibit a compositional intentionality and 
theological/rhetorical consequence, which is not the case with mere reports. 
In some cases, stories may contain embedded narratives or speeches, which are 
incorporated into and inseparable from the story itself  (as is the case with the 
current story under investigation). Indeed, these formal elements often lend the 
story its theological weight and narrative intricacy. 

Compared to reports and notices, stories dealing with the death of  an 
individual are relatively infrequent—occurring only nine times. Persons for whom 
the Old Testament provides death stories include Sarah (Gen 23:1-20), Abraham 
(Gen 24:1-25:11), Jacob (Gen 47:28-50:14), Joseph (Gen 50:22-26), Aaron (Num 
20:22-29), Moses (Deut 31:1-34:12), Joshua (Josh 23:1-24:30), David (1 Kgs 1:1-
2:12; 1 Chr 23:1-29:20), and Hezekiah (2 Kgs 20:1-21). One notices immediately 
that these stories vary in length and in function. The shortest story describes 
Joseph’s death (five verses). But others are much longer, sometimes spanning 
several chapters. They also vary structurally, but the consistent feature for each is 
an effort, via either a speech or an act, to “put one’s house in order.” This feature 
generally determines the “story” character of  the account. 
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A distinguishing mark of  Old Testament death stories is their developed 
structure. A comparison of  the nine death stories reveals that they have at least 
three common structural elements and most have more. By contrast, reports 
rarely have more than two, and in every case these elements are brief  and without 
extensive elaboration. 

For stories, the distinctive formal element and the most important component 
for the purposes of  plot are the embedded speeches, songs, and narratives. These 
embedded elements most often give the stories their length and developed structure. 
The question then becomes whether or not these speeches, songs, and narratives 
are indispensable and perhaps original components of  the death story. And in 
fact, strong evidence exists to show that the final words (embedded speeches and 
songs) and final acts (embedded narratives) function as formal elements in the 
death stories. They were purposefully embedded in the death stories.5 However, 
we should not be surprised to see embedded narratives and speeches functioning 
as formal elements. Hebrew literature displays a propensity to mix its literary 
forms. So, one finds prose mixed with poetry, prophecy mixed with narrative, and 
often one genre combined with another.6 This latter situation is apparent in the 
case of  death stories. Perhaps an appropriate analogy would be the genre of  birth 
story, like that found in 1 Samuel 1:1-2:11. This passage, which details the birth 
and consecration of  Samuel, contains both a story and the hymn of  Hannah. But 
the latter is not situated outside of  the story as a whole.7 Similarly, when a song, 
speech, or narrative is enclosed by the death story, they function as essential parts 
of  the death story. 

The ideal death story consists of  seven typical formal elements: the 
announcement of  the impending death, a statement declaring the length of  life 
or length of  reign, the description of  the gathering of  family members/successors/
servants for the farewell address and final deeds, the actual farewell address or final 
deeds, the death notice, the response to the death (burial, mourning, etc.), and finally 
a eulogy or a pronouncement on the life of  the deceased.8 These elements can be 
further grouped into four distinct stages—announcement, “putting one’s house in 
order,” death, and response. Few death stories possess all the conventional elements. 

The last death story in the Old Testament describes the death of  Hezekiah, 
Judah’s best documented king.9 This story shows considerable development in 
the rhetorical and theological use of  the genre. Authors of  previous death stories 
modified the story form in significant ways, but the skilled historian behind Kings 
is the first to exploit the omission of  a key structural element to communicate his 
message. This message is both prophetic and theological. 
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Historical and Literary Context

The reign of  Hezekiah is recounted in 2 Kings 18-20. Both historically and 
within the context of  Kings, these chapters mark the beginning of  the end for the 
Southern Kingdom of  Judah. The previous two chapters had provided an account 
of  the Northern Kingdom’s disintegration (2 Kgs 16-17), and blatantly stated 
the reasons for its fall. Judah now stood alone, but only for a time, for it had also 
exhibited some of  the same waywardness that led to the exile of  the North.10 The 
God who had decimated Samaria would soon judge Jerusalem. Furthermore, the 
instrument of  God’s wrath upon the North—the brutal and imperialistic Assyrian 
empire—still remained a threat to all nations in the region, including Judah. So, 2 
Kings 18-20 is filled with doubt and fear. Would God use Assyria to judge Judah 
as well? Would the Southern Kingdom survive? Into this tumultuous time stepped 
one of  the most virtuous and faithful kings in the history of  Judah—Hezekiah.

Hezekiah’s rule (714-687 BC)11 represented a period of  short-lived hope for 
the Jews. According to 2 Kings 18-19, this righteous monarch led the nation both 
religiously and politically through a chaotic period. He accomplished this principally 
by returning to the YHWH-centered faith of  his forefather David. In fact, Hezekiah 
began his reign with religious reformations not seen in the history of  Israel since 
David.12 The king rejected the idolatry of  his father Ahaz, reaffirmed the Torah, 
removed the high places, led his people in covenant renewal, encouraged his 
kingdom and the remnants of  the Northern Kingdom to reaffirm the Passover as 
a national holiday, and destroyed the sacred stones, Asherah poles, and the bronze 
snake of  Moses (2 Kgs 18:3-7).13 In addition, he proved himself  faithful to YHWH 
even with Sennacherib and the seemingly invincible Assyrians laying siege to the 
holy city (2 Kgs 18:13-19:37).14 Because of  Hezekiah’s faith, YHWH brought about 
a remarkable deliverance for Jerusalem, killing thousands of  Assyrians in one night 
and sending Sennacherib back to his homeland humbled. Thus, spiritually, militarily, 
and politically, Hezekiah seems to be a “hero” thus far in 2 Kings.15

At the end of  2 Kings 19, it seemed that Judah might avoid the exile experienced 
by Samaria. The historian gives no reason for a lack of  confidence, nor does he give 
reason to believe that these might be the last days of  Judah. But what would happen 
when this great leader Hezekiah died? Would the next king follow in his footsteps? 
Would Hezekiah ensure an ordered house and therefore an ordered Judah? 

These questions are answered in the story of  Hezekiah’s death, told in 2 
Kings 20. The story consists of  two principal narrative elements—the story of  
the king’s illness (vv. 1-11) and the story of  the Babylonian envoys (vv. 12-19). 
Interestingly, the narratives are both paratactic—out of  chronological order. Since 
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both probably occur before the invasion/siege by Sennacherib, they represent 
“narrative flashbacks.”16 But the narrator places them in the death story of  Hezekiah 
for rhetorical and theological purposes. The reasons why will be explored below.

Form/Structure

The two key episodes of  the death story (vv. 1-11, 12-19) are generally believed 
to represent separate traditions. Some have suggested that verses 8-11 are even 
distinct from verses 1-7.17 But regardless of  composition history, the historian 
seems to have weaved the traditions together to form a coherent death story in 2 
Kings 20.18 In fact, the account has many of  the formal elements characteristic of  
other death stories. The narrator introduces the death story with a stereotypical 
announcement of  impending death in verse 1a. This announcement is reiterated 
with Isaiah’s prophetic pronouncement in verse 1b.19 Based on comparison with 
other death stories, an effort by Hezekiah to put his house in order should have 
followed these announcements. For instance, the reader might expect a farewell 
speech or perhaps an embedded narrative describing how Hezekiah established 
the throne of  his successor. But instead of  this anticipated formal element, the 
historian relates the account of  the king’s mortal illness and subsequent recovery 
(vv. 2-11) and the report of  the visit by the Babylonian envoys (vv. 12-19). Both 
of  these episodes actually have the ironic effect of  placing Hezekiah’s house in a 
state of  disorder. This will be explained further below. The death story closes with 
a typical regnal resume formula (vv. 20-21), containing a regnal summary, a death 
notice, and a succession notice. 

The narrative contains seven formal elements, including two embedded 
narratives, spanning four formal stages (see table). The following will examine 
each of  the elements in order of  their appearance.

Formal Structure of  the Death Story of  Hezekiah

Stage Formal Element CL Translation
ADS A n n o u n c e m e n t  o f  

impending death (by 
narrator)

1a In those days Hezekiah became 
ill and near death.

POS A n n o u n c e m e n t  o f  
impending death (by 
YHWH through his 
prophet): part of  the 
embedded narrative to 
follow

1b

1c
1d
1e
1f
1g

And Isaiah the prophet the son 
of  Amoz came to him 
and he said to him, 
“Thus says YHWH, 
‘Put your house in order, 
for you shall surely die 
and not live.’” 
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POS Description of  putting 
the house in order: final 
words and deeds, part 1

2-11 Embedded narrative describing 
Hezekiah’s pleading for his life 
and subsequent healing

POS Description of  putting 
the house in order: final 
words and deeds, part 2

12-19 Embedded narrative describing 
the visit of  Babylonian envoys 
and Isaiah’s confrontation of  the 
king

DS Summary of  reign 20 Part of  the normal succession 
formula

DS Death notice 21a Thus Hezekiah slept with his 
fathers,

RS Succession notice 21b and Manasseh his son reigned in 
his place.

Announcement of  Impending Death, by Narrator (20:1a)

Hezekiah’s death story begins typically, with the narrator announcing the 
king’s impending death. Hezekiah has become ill (hlt) with a sickness leading 
to death (tWml;i).20 The timing of  the illness is debatable; “in those days” provides 
an ambiguous context. It most likely occurred about the same time as or shortly 
before the siege of  Jerusalem.21 However, by placing the account at the end of  the 
narration of  Hezekiah’s reign, the historian clearly wants the events of  2 Kings 
20 to be understood as the final and perhaps most-revealing events in Hezekiah’s 
life. This narrative will pave the way for the downfall of  Judah. 

Announcement of  Impending Death, by YHWH through Isaiah (20:1b)

This first announcement of  impending death is followed immediately by a 
second one by YHWH through the prophet Isaiah. In previous death stories (like 
Jacob and Moses), a repetition of  this formal element always occurs later in the 
death story, and it usually introduces a second or third effort to put the house 
in order. Only here is an announcement of  impending death reiterated in the 
same verse. This adaptation of  the form highlights the certainty of  the prophetic 
pronouncement; the king’s death seems unavoidable and imminent. Isaiah reports 
the words of  YHWH in both a positive and negative fashion—Hezekiah will die; 
he will not recover. With this divine decree, everything seems settled.22 

Hezekiah’s sickness does not seem to be an act of  divine judgment. The king 
does not ask for forgiveness; in fact, in 2 Kings 18-19, he has proven himself  
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consistently to be righteous in God’s eyes. Instead, such a message from Isaiah 
should be considered gracious. By knowing of  his impending death, Hezekiah is 
given time to make preparations for a secure and stable monarchy in his absence.23 

In fact, that is exactly what God commands Hezekiah to do through the 
prophet Isaiah. The exact meaning of  the verb “charge” (hwc) is debatable. But 
based on comparison with the death stories of  David and Jacob (1 Kgs 2:1a; Gen 
49:29), the word refers to verbal actions by which one takes care of  one’s interests 
before death (cf. Deut 3:28; 2 Sam 17:23; Isa 38:1).24 For Jacob, the word described 
his giving a final testament. For David, “charging” included giving final political 
and religious orders to his successor and son Solomon. In both cases, the words 
or “charges” have the effect of  ordering the house of  the dying—sometimes 
by finding a successor, sometimes by giving important instructions, sometimes 
by making sure that the words and promises of  God are made clear to the next 
generation. 

In Hezekiah’s case, all may have been implied. Indeed, the narrator may have 
been deliberately recalling the previous death stories of  Jacob and David in order 
to demonstrate what Hezekiah should have done. As a dying king in the Davidic 
line and in the tradition of  the patriarchs, he should have named his successor to 
lessen the inevitable political turmoil stemming from the death of  a monarch.25 
As a dying king in the Davidic line and in the tradition of  the patriarchs, he should 
have instructed his son in the way he should rule, by giving both political and 
theological counsel. And as a dying king in the Davidic line and in the tradition 
of  the patriarchs, he should have made sure the future king is made aware of  
the covenant promises and responsibilities. In short, Hezekiah should not worry 
about his own life, but should focus his efforts on ordering his household before 
death. This principle is illustrated in other death stories, where the dying always 
showed this type of  selfless concern for future generations. For instance, Abraham 
provided a wife for Isaac; Jacob blessed all his sons; Moses chose a successor and 
mediated Torah and the “Song of  Moses” to the people; and David provided a 
secure throne for Solomon. Hezekiah should have followed these examples; he 
should have set his house in order.

Description of  Putting the House in Order, Part 1 (20:2-11)

Thus, the story should have told of  one or more actions by Hezekiah to put 
his house in order, after which he would die. Instead, the narrator unexpectedly 
describes a plea by Hezekiah to postpone death. The final charging is not reported; 
the final testament was not given; the choosing and proper training of  a successor 
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apparently did not happen; instead, Hezekiah prayed to YHWH to spare his life. 
Hezekiah turned “his face to the wall” in an appeal for divine deliverance.26 The 
exact nature of  Hezekiah’s request is unclear. Did he ask for just a temporary 
deliverance, or for longer life, or for simply enough time to put his house in order? 
All we know is the rationale; the king implored God to spare him because of  his 
own character. And Hezekiah describes his own faithfulness in glowing terms.27 On 
the surface, the reasoning is thoroughly orthodox and in line with the historian’s 
evaluation in 18:1-6, as well as with many of  the lament psalms, where the petitioner 
claims his own righteousness as the basis for his deliverance.28 However, this prayer 
seems strangely self-interested—as Provan writes, perhaps providing “for the first 
time a suggestion that Hezekiah has an attitude problem.”29 

Regardless of  the legitimacy of  his prayer, Hezekiah soon received an answer. 
Before Isaiah had left the middle court between the temple and the palace, the 
word of  God came to him.30 God had heard Hezekiah’s petitions and seen his 
tears, and thus he would act on behalf  of  the king. He would also act on behalf  
of  Jerusalem, delivering them from the hand of  the Assyrians.31 God’s grounds for 
his actions are curious. God responded favorably to the prayer because of  David 
and for his own glory (v. 4), but not because of  Hezekiah or his righteousness. 
The historian clearly indicates that God had something more important in mind 
than just Hezekiah’s recovery. In fact, Hezekiah’s rescue from death seems to be 
an illustration of  what God would soon accomplish for Zion itself.32 But the king 
would benefit personally from God’s deliverance—gaining a reprieve of  not just 
a few more years, but instead fifteen more.33 In order to bring about the physical 
healing, Isaiah performed a physical sign; he applied a poultice of  figs to the king’s 
boil.34 

 The king then asked for a sign that the healing would be accomplished 
and that he would be able to return to the temple in three days. Some have argued 
that this request is unnecessary, and thus the account is redundant.35 Hezekiah had 
already been healed, so why did he ask for a sign? House offers an explanation. Verse 
7 provides an account of  physical healing, whereas verses 8-11 tell how Hezekiah 
is healed psychologically.36 One should note that this request for a sign does not 
mean that Hezekiah lacked faith. Indeed, his father Ahaz had been reprimanded 
for not requesting a sign (Isa 7:11-17).37 Instead, Isaiah was perfectly willing to 
honor his request.

 What then is the purpose of  this embedded narrative in verses 1-11? 
The historian’s purpose is subtle. He obviously approves of  much of  Hezekiah’s 
reign. However, there are hints that the historian is not altogether pleased with 
Hezekiah’s actions in this passage. The plea for healing and the request for a sign 
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are not necessarily wrong. But the narrator’s opinion of  Hezekiah’s prayer may be 
shaped by what happened during the fifteen years granted as a result of  the prayer. 

While the specifics of  what occurred during Hezekiah’s final years are unclear,38 
we do know that some tragic events did occur. First, during this time, Manasseh was 
chosen as Hezekiah’s coregent at the age of  twelve.39 This choice gave Hezekiah 
ten years to “train” his son as his successor.40 Hezekiah’s efforts obviously were 
not effective. Manasseh is recognized by the historian as the most wicked king in 
Jewish history. Indeed, the author of  Kings ultimately blames Manasseh for the 
destruction of  Jerusalem and the exile itself  (2 Kgs 23:26; 24:3). As Merrill writes, 
he was “the antithesis of  everything for which Hezekiah stood.”41 So Hezekiah 
failed to order his house properly, even with the extra fifteen years, with disastrous 
consequences. In a way, his naming and “training” of  Manasseh as coregent and 
successor put the house of  Judah in a state of  disorder. The other major event 
that occurred during the last fifteen years of  Hezekiah’s life was the visit from 
the Babylonian envoys described in verses 12-19. As will be described below, this 
event also had some ruinous ramifications for Judah. Given these two episodes, 
one wonders whether the historian might have desired that Hezekiah would have 
done as many pillars of  the Hebrew faith had before him. He should have accepted 
his fate, set his house in order properly, and died a peaceful death, being “gathered 
to his fathers.”

Description of  Putting the House in Order, Part 2 (20:12-19)

The second embedded account also features the prophet Isaiah and the king. 
This embedded narrative is more overtly negative towards Hezekiah than the first 
episode in the death story. The narrator tells of  a visit of  envoys from Merodach-
Baladan (Marduk-apla-iddina II) of  Babylon, a rival of  the Assyrian kings, who in 
703-02 BC had led a revolt against Sennacherib.42 Ostensibly, the occasion for the 
visit was to congratulate Hezekiah on his recent recovery; but the visit was probably 
also motivated by political reasons. The Babylonians may have been investigating 
the possibility of  an alliance. Hezekiah responded to the visit by displaying for the 
envoys all the gold, jewels, and wealth of  the kingdom.43 Certainly, the exilic reader 
(and the historian) would have viewed the event as an ominous precursor to the 
exile itself. The irony here is tangible. As Cohn writes, “It is ironic that just after 
Hezekiah is assured by YHWH that Jerusalem will not fall, the king of  the nation 
that ultimately conquers Jerusalem appears bearing gifts.”44

After the visit, the prophet Isaiah confronted Hezekiah and questioned the 
king about the envoys. He asked two pointed questions, “What did the men say?” 
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and “From where did they come?” Hezekiah did not answer the first question. 
But in response to the second question, he actually provided more information 
than needed.45 Instead of  saying simply “from Babylon,” Hezekiah added “from 
a far country.” Some disagreement exists over what is meant by the last phrase.46 
However, the prophetic denunciation to follow suggests that the inclusion of  the 
phrase probably foreshadows the exile.47 The reference to the items being carried 
to Babylon confirms that the exile is in mind. In verses 16-18, Isaiah proceeded 
to explain to Hezekiah exactly what his actions portended. The same nation who 
sent envoys to the king and marveled over the wealth of  Israel would soon plunder 
the nation of  its gold and jewels and would even take the king’s sons as eunuchs.48 

Hezekiah responded to the prophecy by calling the word Isaiah had just 
delivered “good.” One could interpret Hezekiah’s response several ways. It could 
indicate his submissiveness to the judgment.49 But Hezekiah does not seem meek 
here. Especially in light of  2 Chronicles 32:25, Hezekiah seems more self-serving, 
proud, and even glad that he will be spared such evil times.50 But the “dark night 
of  exile” will come soon enough,51 and this visit represented one the historian’s 
first intimations of  this sad future.52 

Summary of  Reign (20:20)

The death story closes with a regnal resume. Following convention, the resume 
includes a summary of  the reign of  the king, a death notice, and a succession 
notice. Hezekiah’s resume exhibits minimal embellishment. The only closing 
commendation from the author involves a reference to Hezekiah’s building of  
the Siloam Tunnel. Given the accolades granted earlier to the king in 2 Kings 
18-19, the silence regarding Hezekiah’s religious reforms and military victories is 
striking. As Brueggemann writes, “The editorial comment in vv. 20-21 is a marvel 
of  understatement. . . . [The historian] may be disappointed in his own major 
character!”53 

Death Notice (20:21a)

The death notice itself  is typically brief. As with other kings who died 
peacefully, the closing death formula describes Hezekiah as lying with his fathers.54 
The death notice differs from others in Kings in that it omits the location of  
burial.55 But there is probably no theological significance in this death notice. It 
merely serves to conclude the death story. The author’s point has already been made.
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Succession Notice (20:21b)

The account ends with a notice about the successor to Hezekiah. This is typical 
of  regnal resumes. Like the death notice, the succession notice is simple, even 
understated: “Manasseh his son succeeded him as king.” But of  all the statements 
in the death story, an exilic reader would perhaps find this one the most regretful 
and tragic. The great and faithful king Hezekiah was passing the responsibility of  
leadership to the faithless apostate Manasseh. 

Genre

As a whole, the story of  Hezekiah resembles other “regnal epochs” in 1 and 
2 Kings.56 The Hezekiah story (2 Kgs 18-20) is framed by a regnal resume (18:1-6; 
20:20-21), though the concluding resume also functions as a close to the death 
story. Long labels the two embedded accounts in the death story as legend (20:1-11) 
and report (20:12-19).57 The latter seems an appropriate classification, since it is “a 
brief  self-contained narrative.”58 Legend—defined by Long as an account “which 
is concerned primarily with the wondrous and exemplary”—is not as appropriate, 
since it connotes something unhistorical. The healing of  Hezekiah is portrayed as 
something that actually happened. So perhaps, our definition of  “story” might fit 
this account better. In essence, 2 Kings 20 is an amalgamation of  different genres, 
all weaved expertly into a death story, modified for rhetorical purposes.

Setting

Some of  the formal elements employed in the death story probably originated 
in the royal court. For instance, the regnal resume, death notice, and description 
of  succession would have come from royal records. The setting of  the embedded 
episodes is less certain, though they may also have arisen from the king’s records. 
However, the current setting of  the episodes is literary; they function as formal 
elements in a death story. The death story itself  may have originated in an exilic 
context. If  this is the case, it would explain the focus on the exile and the inclusion 
of  the account of  the Babylonian envoys. Visits from foreign dignitaries were a 
common occurrence in the royal court, and probably occurred many times during 
Hezekiah’s reign. Why did the historian choose to include this specific account? 
The historian saw it as foreshadowing the exile.
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Intention

As will be demonstrated below, the intention of  the exilic historian is theological 
and prophetic—to show how the nation of  Judah slipped slowly towards God’s 
judgment.

Theological and Exegetical Insights

We may make several observations both on the author’s theological message 
and on his opinion of  Hezekiah—issues that are intertwined. A helpful place to 
start is to ask why the historian adjusted the death story form the way he did. Why 
did he employ a death story containing two paratactic episodes? Long posits that the 
historian included the two accounts at the end of  the Hezekiah narrative and out 
of  chronological order because of  “thematic analogy and structural continuities” 
with the earlier accounts.59 This assessment is partially true. The author does 
invite a comparison between the deliverance from utter destruction experienced 
by Jerusalem (2 Kgs 18-19) and the deliverance of  Hezekiah from his mortal 
illness.60 Indeed, both Hezekiah and Jerusalem had experienced a prophetic word 
of  impending death; both had seen prophetic intervention on the part of  Isaiah; 
both were providentially delivered and spared death for a time; and finally, God 
based his salvific acts for both on the same rationale (2 Kgs 19:34; 20:6). But if  the 
historian’s only purpose was comparison, why did he not include these accounts 
earlier and in proper chronological order? 

Writing from an exilic point of  view, the historian responsible for editing 
these accounts seems to have had another purpose. The author seems to use the 
death story to point forward to the ultimate fate of  Judah. In fact, Hezekiah’s last 
days mirror those of  Judah. Despite the pleas of  the faithful to extend the life of  
the nation, God would only withhold death from Jerusalem for so long. God did 
grant salvation for a period of  time in order that Judah might order its house. But 
just like Hezekiah, Judah would commit serious errors during these “extra years” 
before it ultimately suffered the promised demise in 586 BC with the Babylonian 
exile. Despite God rescuing the nation from death many times over, like Hezekiah 
Judah would ultimately die. However, the author does not predict the demise of  
Judah unambiguously. The use of  the death story is a somewhat furtive method 
of  communicating his message. According to Nelson, “The narrator refuses to let 
the cat out of  the bag prematurely.”61 But the historian is letting the reader know 
that all is not well with Judah. As exhibited in these events in Hezekiah’s life, the 
nation has a spiritual problem.62 
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The author also uses the death story to characterize Hezekiah.63 In 2 Kings 
18-19, the king is portrayed as someone who sought after God, who led God’s 
people well, and who could claim righteousness before him; that is, Hezekiah is 
portrayed as another David.64 But in 2 Kings 20, the historian portrays Hezekiah 
as being like David in other, less admirable, ways. Like David, Hezekiah was a 
man of  faith, but also a man with faults. He is a man of  pride. He is a man who 
perhaps loved his own life too much.65 And most importantly, he is a man who 
did not order his house well. 

A final brief  note on the theology of  this account involves the characterization 
of  YHWH himself. The real “hero” of  the story of  Hezekiah is YHWH himself. 
YHWH intervenes against the unassailable Assyrians; YHWH graciously extends 
Hezekiah’s life; YHWH inspires Hezekiah’s reforms; and YHWH brings Isaiah to 
counsel the king in time of  need.

Excursus on the Chronicler’s Presentation of  Hezekiah’s Death

The death story of  Hezekiah is missing in the book of  Chronicles. However, 
in comparing the accounts of  the king’s reign in Kings and Chronicles, the overall 
message seems similar. Both the Chronicler and the author of  Kings begin by 
extolling the virtues of  Hezekiah. The historian of  2 Kings praises Hezekiah’s 
Davidic devotion to YHWH. The Chronicler extols Hezekiah for his cultic 
achievements and reforms. When it comes to the illness of  Hezekiah, however, 
both see this event as a major defect.66 In fact, though the Chronicler presents 
the illness in a scant two verses (2 Chr 32:24-25), he is much more specific in his 
accusations of  Hezekiah, expressly indicting the king for having a proud heart 
after his healing (2 Chr 32:25). Though Hezekiah later humbled himself  (perhaps 
during the Assyrian siege; 2 Chr 32:26), God’s wrath still came upon him and Judah. 
While the historian in 2 Kings is not as specific about Hezekiah’s pride, his way of  
telling the story indicates that he feels similarly about the king. Thus, the historian’s 
characterization of  Hezekiah is substantiated by the Chronicler’s presentation.

Dr. Bryan Cribb is Associate Professor of  Christian Studies; Chair, Undergraduate 
Christian Studies at Anderson University. He holds the Ph.D. in Old Testament 
from Southern Baptist Seminary, and previously taught at Brewton-Parker College.
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Notes

1. With the account of  Jacob’s death, Coats states that the death report serves as a 
redactional frame for the speeches of  Jacob. But he still classifies the whole—Gen 47:28-
50:14—as a death report. George W. Coats, Genesis with an Introduction to Narrative Literature, 
The Forms of  the Old Testament Literature, vol. I (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 300-03.

2. A “saga” is traditionally defined as a long, prose narrative with an episodic structure and 
plot, many characters, and stereotyped themes. Sagas may include many other narratives 
and genres. Coats, Genesis, 5-7, 319. He cites several examples of  these: primeval saga (the 
Yahwist’s version of  Gen 1-11); family saga (e.g., the Yahwist’s version Abraham’s Saga in 
Gen 12-26); and heroic saga (e.g., the Yahwist’s version of  the Moses saga).

3. For characteristics of  biblical narrative, see Robert Alter, The Art of  Biblical Narrative 
(New York: Basic Books, 1981); J. P. Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Narrative: An Introductory 
Guide (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2000); Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of  Biblical 
Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of  Reading (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1985); and Jerome Walsh, Style and Structure in Biblical Narrative (Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 2001).

4. One will notice that there is a continuum of  complexity. Death notices are the least 
complex structurally and literarily; death reports are more complex; and death stories are 
the most complex.

5. The Israelites valued highly the final words and acts of  the dying. If  an author or historian 
were going to preserve in writing the death of  a prominent individual—especially a king or 
patriarch—he would naturally include these all-important final speeches and deeds.

6. John Barton, “Form Criticism (OT),” in Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman 
(New York: Doubleday, 1992), 2:839. Cf. James W. Watts, Psalm and Story: Inset Hymns in 
Hebrew Narrative, JSOT Supplement Series 139 (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1992), 11. For an excellent discussion of  the place of  speech in narrative, see Alter, 
The Art of  Biblical Narrative, 63-87.

7. Interestingly, Campbell considers this to be a birth narrative (or what we would call 
a birth story), whereas he calls similar accounts of  death “death reports.” See Anthony 
Campbell, 1 Samuel, The Forms of  Old Testament Literature, vol. VII (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2003), 38-44.

8. Formal elements may occur more than once in a death story.

9. Arnold writes that biblical and extrabiblical material gives more insight on Hezekiah 
personally and politically than any other king in the history of  Judah or Israel. Bill T. Arnold, 
“Hezekiah,” in Dictionary of  the Old Testament Historical Books, ed. Bill T. Arnold and H. G. 
M. Williamson (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 408.

10. The Southern Kingdom had not escaped prophetic condemnation. And national spiritual 
rebellion—“walking after other gods” (Jer 7:9)—would only get worse under later Jewish 
kings like Manasseh.

11. The chronology of  Hezekiah’s reign is a subject of  much debate. In particular, 
disagreement exists as to the exact date of  the events in 2 Kings 20. Paul House, 1, 2 Kings, 
The New American Commentary, vol. 8 (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1995), 352. 
Evidence seems to point to his last fifteen years as being 701-687/6 BC. K. A. Kitchen, 
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On the Reliability of  the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 31. Hezekiah became 
coregent in 727 BC, but his first year as sole ruler was not until 714 or 715. Iain Provan, V. 
Philips Long, and Tremper Longman III, A Biblical History of  Israel (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2003), 270-74. Merrill dates his first year as coregent to 729 BC, but he 
keeps the date of  Hezekiah’s death at 686. Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of  Priests (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 1996), 410.

12. Only David and Hezekiah merit the commendation from the historian, “YHWH was 
with him.” Cf. 1 Sam 16:18; 18:12, 14; 2 Sam 5:10; 2 Kgs 18:7. Iain Provan, Hezekiah and the 
Books of  Kings: A Contribution to the Debate about the Composition of  the Deuteronomistic History 
(New York: de Gruyter, 1988), 117. But as Polzin explains, “The narrator extols Hezekiah in 
terms that excel even those used to describe David.” Robert Polzin, David and the Deuteronomist 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 89.

13. The failure of  all previous kings to remove the high places has been a constant complaint 
on the part of  the historian (cf. 1 Kgs 15:14; 22:43; 2 Kgs 12:3; 14:4; 15:4, 35). Iain Provan, 
1 and 2 Kings, New International Biblical Commentary, vol. 7 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
1999), 252.

14. Arnold writes, “It is precisely his devotion to Yahweh that is at stake in the conflict with 
Sennacherib.” Arnold, “Hezekiah,” 408. For an excellent survey of  the history behind 2 Kgs 
18-19, see Merrill, Kingdom of  Priests, 410-17; House, 1, 2 Kings, 352-72.

15. Provan, 1 and 2 Kings, 252.

16. Burke O. Long, 2 Kings, The Forms of  Old Testament Literature, vol. 10 (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1991), 191-92. For an explanation of  the paratactic style, see also Merrill, Kingdom 
of  Priests, 417.

17. For example, see John Gray, I & II Kings, 2nd ed., The Old Testament Library (Philadelphia: 
The Westminster Press, 1970), 698. Tradition critics have further subdivided the text into 
two or three redactional layers, involving a pre-exilic, exilic, and post-exilic Deuteronomist. 
For a thorough discussion of  the issues of  composition history, see Provan, Hezekiah and 
the Books of  Kings, 113-43; and Christopher T. Begg, “2 Kings 20:12-19 as an Element of  
the Deuteronomistic History,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 48 (1986): 27-38.

18. Though different in focus, the two narratives share a similar character—Isaiah—and 
theme—Hezekiah’s illness. Of  course, the illness itself  is the occasion for the visit by the 
envoys in vv. 12-19. Richard D. Nelson, First and Second Kings, Interpretation (Atlanta: John 
Knox Press, 1987), 243.

19. This is part of  the embedded narrative in vv. 2-11.

20. Cf. 1 Kgs 15:23; 2 Kgs 13:14. Harrison, “hlt,” 2:140-42.

21. Donald Wiseman, 1 & 2 Kings, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, vol. 9 (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 287.

22. This announcement is reminiscent of  earlier episodes in the historian’s work. In fact, 
the story of  Hezekiah’s illness and recovery has been labeled a “type scene,” mirroring 
three other narratives in which a king receives a prophetic pronouncement about his future 
death. These kings include Jeroboam (1 Kgs 14), Ahaziah (2 Kgs 1), and Ben-hadad (2 Kgs 
8:7-15). Robert L. Cohn, 2 Kings, Berit Olam (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2000), 140. 
However, Hezekiah’s account differs from these others in some significant ways. Whereas in 
the other accounts, the dying king sends for a prophet, here Isaiah comes with the message 
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uninvited. In the other type scenes, the divine sentence (and the death) occurs at the end of  
the scene; here, the account opens with the announcement of  doom. The narrator’s strategy 
in the death story of  Hezekiah seems to be to focus not on the prophetic announcement, 
but on the royal response.

23. Cohn calls it “a forewarning so that Hezekiah could set his house in order.” Robert L. 
Cohn, “Convention and Creativity in the Book of  Kings: The Case of  the Dying Monarch,” 
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 47 (1985): 613.

24. Tyler F. Williams, “hwc,” in New International Dictionary of  Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, 
ed. Willem A. VanGemeren (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1997), 3:779. Williams suggests 
that this nuance to the word parallels the Arabic verb wsiy, meaning “to enjoin,” “to make a 
last testament,” or “to give parting charges.” Ibid., 776.

25. Ensuring “successors” was accomplished in the death stories of  Abraham, Jacob, 
Moses, and David. It is perhaps because Hezekiah has failed to name one as yet that he 
reacts with such anxiety in response to Isaiah’s announcement of  his impending death. For 
an example of  the turmoil created by the death of  a king, see the tension Isaiah seems to 
express in Isa 6:1.

26. Gray states Hezekiah is turning from the world to God. Gray, I & II Kings, 697. However, 
such a gesture could also be interpreted as a nonverbal expression of  stubborn resistance. 
Cf. 1 Kgs 21:4, where a similar phrase is used to describe Ahab’s sulking when he learns 
that Naboth will not give him his property. Provan, 1 and 2 Kings, 263.

27. Long, 2 Kings, 237. Long notes that the three phrases describing Hezekiah are used to 
recall earlier examples of  faithfulness in Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic History. For 
example, “walked before you with faithfulness” recalls David’s speech to Solomon (1 Kgs 
2:4; cf. 1 Kgs 3:6; Josh 24:14); “done what is good in your sight” recalls the “Deuteronomic 
idea of  obedience” (Deut 6:18; cf. 2 Kgs 12:2; 14:3; 18:3; 22:2); and “with a whole heart” 
recalls Deuteronomic prescriptions as well (Deut 6:5).

28. E.g., Pss 17:3-5; 26:1-5. Nelson, First and Second Kings, 244. In addition, it recalls Hezekiah’s 
pious prayer for national deliverance from Assyria (2 Kgs 19:15-19). As Cohn writes, the logic 
of  the supplication “would make any red-blooded Deuteronomist proud.” Cohn, 2 Kings, 141.

29. Provan, 1 and 2 Kings, 263. Brueggemann calls the prayer a “healthy self-assertion,” which 
is “close to bargaining, very much as Job might have prayed.” Walter Brueggemann, 2 Kings 
(Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982), 83. On the contrary, House states that since everything 
Hezekiah says about himself  is true, then it is not arrogance. House, 1, 2 Kings, 373. But 
Hezekiah’s reaction seems suspect—even more so when compared to a character in a 
famous ANE story, the Epic of  Gilgamesh. The Epic of  Gilgamesh tells how Gilgamesh’s 
friend Enkidu learns via a dream that the gods had chosen him to die instead of  Gilgamesh. 
See The Epic of  Gilgamesh, trans. and ed. Benjamin R. Foster (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, 2001), 53-65. See Tablets 7-8. Upon hearing of  his doom, at first he bewails and 
curses those whom he deems responsible for his fate. Unrequited, he presents his grievances 
before Shamash, the god of  justice. At this point, the storyline seems somewhat similar to 
the death story of  Hezekiah—both Hezekiah and Enkidu appeal to the justice of  God/the 
gods for their deliverance. However, the storylines soon diverge. In the Epic of  Gilgamesh, 
Shamash reminds Enkidu of  his full and blessed life, thereby convincing Enkidu to accept 
his destiny and relent from his curses. Hezekiah does not curse anyone for his fate, but he 
does not accept his destiny as Enkidu does. Remarkably, the account of  Enkidu seems more 
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in line with the biblical tradition of  death stories, where the one dying always consents to 
his impending death.

30. Unlike the other type scenes in 2 Kings mentioned above (which all ended in immediate 
death), this episode speaks of  YHWH’s answer to prayer. Cohn, 2 Kings, 141.

31. The five first person verbs speak of  YHWH’s direct and purposeful action in bringing 
about a reversal of  the original pronouncement. Ibid., 142.

32. In 2 Kgs 18-19, YHWH had already accomplished this deliverance.

33. Interestingly, Hezekiah is the only king in the four type scenes to recover. Jeroboam (1 
Kgs 14), Ahaziah (2 Kgs 1), and Ben-hadad (2 Kgs 8:7-15) all die. Cohn, “Convention and 
Creativity in the Book of  Kings,” 612.

34. Barker suggests that the boil was the result of  the bubonic plague. This plague spread 
to the Assyrians and explains their deaths. But Hezekiah recovered from the boil. Margaret 
Barker, “Hezekiah’s Boil,” Journal for the Study of  the Old Testament 95 (2001): 31-42. However, 
this speculation goes beyond the text, and a natural explanation detracts from the text’s 
obvious emphasis on the miraculous. On the medical uses of  figs, see Gray, I & II Kings, 698.

35. The sign narrative does fit naturally as part of  the “story-telling pattern.” Nelson, First 
and Second Kings, 244.

36. Cohn, “Convention and Creativity in the Book of  Kings,” 613.

37. House, 1, 2 Kings, 373.

38. Cohn, 2 Kings, 145. He writes, “The fifteen years of  Hezekiah’s life after his illness are 
nearly a blank. No dramatized scenes or even reports fill in the time.”

39. Merrill, Kingdom of  Priests, 433. Merrill states that this happened in 696 BC. He suggests 
that Hezekiah’s illness prompted him “to take measures insuring dynastic succession.”

40. Wiseman, 1&2 Kings, 286.

41. Merrill, Kingdom of  Priests, 433.

42. Provan, Long, and Longman, A Biblical History of  Israel, 273. The timing of  this account 
is also debatable. The amount of  the treasures described in the account suggests that the 
visit was before Hezekiah paid tribute to Assyria in 701 BC.

43. Hezekiah did this perhaps to show evidence of  the kingdom’s power. Wiseman, 1&2 
Kings, 288.

44. Cohn, 2 Kings, 144.

45. Christopher Begg, “The Deuteronomistic Retouching of  the Portrait of  Hezekiah in 2 
Kgs 20, 12-19,” Biblische Notizen 38/39 (1987): 7.

46. Is it an attempt to deflect Isaiah’s probing by dismissing the envoys as inconsequential 
visitors? Or perhaps it is a way of  legitimizing Hezekiah’s exhibition of  his wealth? More 
likely, it is an ironic way of  pointing to the land of  the future exile? Ibid., 8-10. Begg 
suggests that it is an attempt to “mitigate the strongly negative impression of  Hezekiah’s 
deed” by recalling earlier harmless accounts in the Deuteronomistic History, such as the 
visit from a far country by the Queen of  Sheba. In response to Begg’s position, there may 
indeed be an analogy with the Queen of  Sheba’s visit (1 Kgs 10:1-10); but if  so, as Nelson 
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writes, “Hezekiah’s hospitality represents folly instead of  wisdom.” Nelson, First and Second 
Kings, 245.

47. Peter Ackroyd, “An Interpretation of  the Babylonian Exile: A Study of  2 Kings 20, 
Isaiah 36-39,” Scottish Journal of  Theology 27 (1974): 329-52.

48. According to Provan, “References to plunder (v. 17) have an air of  finality about them 
when read in light of  2 Kings 17:20, and references to royal eunuchs (v. 18) do not encourage 
confidence in the enduring nature of  the Davidic line.” Provan, 1 and 2 Kings, 265.

49. Per Wiseman, 1&2 Kings, 289; House, 1, 2 Kings, 375. Cf. Ackroyd, “An Interpretation 
of  the Babylonian Exile,” 335-38.

50. The Chronicler writes that Hezekiah did not respond properly to his healing, because 
his heart was proud. As Provan writes, “Hezekiah is surprisingly unmoved by this news. 
A man recently rescued from death, he is content simply to have peace and security in his 
lifetime (v. 19), a Solomon-like existence for a little while longer (cf. 1 Kgs 5:4).” Provan, 
1 and 2 Kings, 265.

51. Brueggemann, 2 Kings, 84. He writes, “Even this healed man of  faith is less than fully 
faithful. Even he hedges his bets. The line has been clearly drawn by the prophet against 
the Assyrian danger. But the king will not leave it there. He negotiates with the enemy. 
He discloses state secrets. He shares family treasures. He makes an alliance with the very 
mockers of  the living God (v. 13).” Why? “Because he takes a very short-term view of  life.”

52. Perhaps we can understand the historian’s view of  this event in light of  what follows 
next in the narrative in 2 Kgs 21—the reign of  Manasseh, the king whose blatant apostasy 
precipitated the ultimate judgment upon Judah.

53. Brueggemann, 2 Kings, 85.

54. Nadav Na’aman, “Death Formulae and the Burial Place of  the King of  the House of  
David,” Biblica 85 (2004): 245. He explains, “When the king was murdered, or otherwise 
died a violent death, or was deported and died in exile, the ‘slept with his ancestors’ formula 
is left out.”

55. Ibid., 245-54. Na’aman speculates that the omission is actually favorable for Hezekiah. 
Previous kings in the book of  Kings had all been buried “in the city of  David,” and later 
kings (starting with Manasseh) are buried in the garden of  Uzza. Na’aman states that 
Hezekiah actually moved the burial place of  the kings outside the city gates, mirroring the 
practice of  the citizens of  the city, in order to avoid defiling the city itself  and specifically 
the temple with a dead body. But none of  this is for certain.

56. Long, 2 Kings, 192.

57. Ibid.

58. Ibid.

59. Ibid.

60. Provan, Hezekiah and the Books of  Kings, 118.

61. Nelson, First and Second Kings, 246. But it is, as he writes, “a vital corrective to any overly-
optimistic reading of  chapters 18-19.”

62. Another way that this is indicated is in the author’s use of  “trust” in the narratives. 
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References to trust in YHWH pepper previous passages in the Hezekiah narrative (18:5, 
19, 20, 21 (2x), 22, 24, 30; 19:10). Arnold, “Hezekiah,” 412. However, they are missing in 
the death story itself—which features an illness that should have evoked the same trust.

63. As is often the case, one evaluates the spiritual health of  God’s chosen nation by 
evaluating the spiritual well-being of  God’s chosen leaders—the Davidic kings. In this way, 
the characterization of  Hezekiah serves a crucial role in the narrative.

64. The narrator’s early theological evaluations tie the king to his predecessor. For instance, 
Wiseman thinks that the title in 20:5—“the God of  your father David”—is a purposeful 
link with David (1 Kgs 1:35). Wiseman, 1&2 Kings, 286.

65. Comparatively speaking, David did order his house—but he had to be prompted to do so.

66. Interestingly, of  the four type-scenes involving the illnesses of  kings, only the illness 
of  Hezekiah is found in Chronicles. Cohn, “Convention and Creativity in the Book of  
Kings,” 604.
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The Prayer of  Faith: 
An Exegetical Analysis of  James 5:13–18

David Crowther

Introduction

As a proof-text for Extreme Unction and an often quoted passage by faith 
healers, James 5:13-18 is perhaps the most fascinating passage in the Epistle 

of  James. However, this text presents numerous interpretive difficulties. First, 
there is the questionable placement of  the pericope within the epistle—what has 
James discussed that would warrant a treatment of  prayer at the end of  his letter? 
Second, what is his main concern in this section? Finally, and most importantly, 
how is this pericope to be interpreted? After all, in addition to difficult syntax and 
interesting choice of  vocabulary, there is the strange practice of  anointing with oil, 
and a pastoral function of  healing mentioned nowhere else in the New Testament. 
In order to assess these issues, one must begin by looking at the placement and 
structure of  the pericope within the letter, as well as identify a coherent concern 
before proceeding with more in-depth verbal and grammatical analysis.

Setting

The Epistle of  James has proven itself  as a difficult letter to outline. Some 
commentators have argued that James displays no coherent structure1; others 
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have argued that his style is simply paraenesis—a “text which strings together 
admonitions of  general ethical content.”2 Regardless of  how they have outlined 
the rest of  the material, most scholars place James 5:13-18 within the conclusion 
of  the letter.3  Recently, it has been argued that James bears much of  the unity and 
structure of  other ancient letters.4 In fact, if  James is compared with other New 
Testament letters, a discussion of  prayer at the conclusion of  an epistolary letter is 
a common feature.5 However, James’ use of  prayer in the conclusion of  his letter 
is different from other New Testament occurrences. All of  the other pericopes 
which exhort the readers to pray are found in Pauline letters, except for one in 
Hebrews.6 In all but three of  these examples, the exhortations urge the readers 
to pray for the writer. On the other hand, James does not ask the readers to pray 
for him, but he exhorts them to pray for one another. Instead, James 5:13-18 is a 
logical conclusion to the letter, almost functioning as an inclusio with James 1:5, 
where James first shows his readers the importance of  dependence on God to live 
a lifestyle of  spiritual and ethical wholeness.7

Structure and Theme

Certainly, in James 5:13-18 the main idea is prayer.8 Although there are five 
different words used for prayer in these six verses, the reoccurring word “prayer” 
in each verse demonstrates the consistency with which James treats the subject. 
In James 5:13-14, James structures these verses with three conditional statements; 
first, he states each protasis, then, answers immediately with the apodosis. This is 
simply a form of  a conditional sentence expressed in two clauses; the first clause 
states a supposed situation and the second clause gives a conclusion.9 In the first 
and last protasis, the apodosis urges the reader to pray or to call on others to pray. 
The relationship between the first (v.13a) and third sentence (v.14a) moves from 
general (hardship) to specific (physical illness). In James 5:15, James continues the 
thought of  James 5:14 by describing the result of  the prayer offered by the elders 
of  the church. While James 5:16 appears to start a new thought, the “therefore” 
shows its link with the preceding material. In fact, James 5:16 balances the priority 
placed upon the elders demonstrating prayer is the responsibility of  the entire 
church as well.10 It seems that James 5:16b restates the main idea of  the entire 
pericope, summarizing all that has been said and providing motivation to pray. 
Finally, James 5:17-18 serves as an illustrative example of  the effectiveness of  
prayer. The one recurrent theme—“prayer is effective”—is linked together by 
conditional sentences, exhortations, and a final illustration.
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The Text

(13) If  someone among you is suffering hardship, let him pray; if  someone is 
cheerful, let him sing praises; (14) If  someone among you is sick, let him call the 
elders of  the church and let them pray for him, anointing [him] with oil in the name 
of  the Lord. (15) And the prayer of  faith will save the sick one and the Lord will 
raise him up; even if  he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. (16) Therefore, 
confess your sins to one another and pray for one another in order that you may 
be healed. The prayer of  a righteous person is very powerful in its’ working. (17) 
Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed intensely that it would not 
rain, and it did not rain on the land for three years and six months. (18) And he 
prayed again, and heaven gave rain and the land produced its fruit. (James 5:13-18, 
author’s translation)

Interpretation

(5:13) kakopaqei/ tij evn ùmi/n proseuce,sqw. James opens this pericope 
with a protasis answered by an apodosis. This structure, which is called rhetorical 
asyndeton, corresponds to a conditional sentence and is usually written as a 
question, although this is not always the case.11 Asyndeton is “the linking of  clauses 
or clause components without the use of  a conjunction;” when utilized the author 
assumes the relationship between the question and answer are self-evident.12 A 
similar construction is employed in 1 Corinthians 7:18, 21, and 27.13 It is noteworthy 
that none of  the recent critical editions of  the Greek New Testament, such as 
the UBS4 or Nestle-Aland27 interpret “kakopaqei/ tij evn u`mi/n” as a question.14 
However, most English versions translate the phrase as a question and answer.15 
The choice between an “if-then” or “question-answer” translation is best left to the 
judgment of  the translator, so long the conditional nature of  the sentence is clear.

kakopaqei/ is from kakopaqe,w which means “to suffer misfortune.”16 This word 
only occurs again in the New Testament in 2 Timothy 2:9 and 4:5. In 2 Timothy 2:9 
Paul uses this word to describe the hardships he faces—namely, his imprisonment. 
In 2 Timothy 4:5, Paul uses the word again, this time to exhort Timothy to endure 
persecution for the sake of  the Gospel. Thus, the first exhortation to pray is in 
the case of  any general suffering that James’ audience may be facing—such as the 
trial mentioned in James 1:3. James’ hearers could apply this to the hardships of  
economic misfortune or religious persecution they must have been facing (James 
2:6; 5:4). Due to this reference to experiencing trials, it seems that James is clearly 
marking the conclusion of  his letter, since he started with the discussion of  trials 
in James 1:2.17 The verb proseu,comai is of  great importance throughout this 
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pericope, occurring four times; it is the most common word for prayer in the New 
Testament, as well as the most generic term.18 Altogether, it occurs eighty-five times 
in the New Testament and is closely related to eu;comai, which is found in James 
5:16, as well as the shortened noun euvch,, found in James 5:15.19 

euvqumei/ yalle,tw. Here again, James uses a protasis; yet this time the 
apodosis does not command prayer, but singing praise. euvqumei/ means “be cheerful” 
and is only used elsewhere in the New Testament in Acts 27:22 and 25, where Paul 
urges his fellow shipmates to keep up their “cheer” in the face of  a storm. Therefore 
the cheer described is not based on one’s environment, but an inward disposition.20 
The verb yalle,tw in James 5:13 is in the imperative mood like proseuce,sqw, and 
comes from ya,llw, which means “to sing songs of  praise.”21 ya,llw is always 
used to describe singing spiritual songs, as in Ephesians 5:19, “…speaking to one 
another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with 
your heart to the Lord” (NASB). Consequently, James reminds his readers that in 
both suffering and joy they should glorify and depend on God.22

(5:14) avsqenei/ tij evn u`mi/n. James now states his third conditional 
sentence—another probable situation along with a wise response to the situation. 
Still, what is the situation described here? avsqene,w has caused considerable debate 
among commentators. Some have argued that this word means “spiritual sickness” 
and therefore does not refer to physical illness.23 In the New Testament, avsqene,w 
has at least three meanings. Most often, it means “to suffer a debilitating illness;” 
however, it can also mean “to experience some personal incapacity or limitation.”24 
For example, in 2 Corinthians 13:3, when Paul says, “…since you are seeking 
for proof  of  the Christ who speaks in me, and who is not weak toward you, but 
mighty in you (NASB)” he is referring to lack of  power; thus, Christ is not lack in 
his power, but mighty. The final and rarest use of  the word is “to experience lack 
of  material necessities,” demonstrated only by Acts 20:35 where Luke records that 
Paul instructs the Ephesians elders to provide for the needy.

So then, if  avsqene,w can have multiple of  meanings, how can the meaning 
in James 5:14 be determined? The idea of  physical sickness is in view here for 
contextual reasons. First, in James 5:16, the verb iva,omai is used, which most 
often means “to restore someone to health after a physical malady.”25 Although 
some scholars argue for a spiritualized meaning of   avsqene,w by pointing to the 
soteriological connotations of  the verb sw,|zw used in James 5:15, this word often 
refers to physical healing as well.26 Moreover, as Moo notes, “when avsqene,w refers to 
spiritual weakness, this meaning is made clear by a qualifier.”27Also, in the Gospels, 
which are the most influential sources on James, avsqene,w always refers to a physical 
illness or disease.28 In the situation James describes, the sick person is to call for 
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the elders, implying that the person is too ill to go to the elders himself. A similar 
situation is illustrated in John 4:46, when a royal official’s son is sick (avsqene,w) 
and the official comes to Jesus in order to bring him to his son for healing. Finally, 
the context of  James 5 suggests this is a physical illness because of  the reference 
to anointing with oil.

proskalesa,sqw touj presbute,rouj th/j evkklhsi,aj. The response to 
sickness is made clear by the aorist imperative—proskalesa,sqw. James commands 
the sick person to summon the elders of  the church. While the sick person is not 
actively exercising his faith in the praying, his faith is manifested in the call for the 
elders. Even calling for another to heal requires faith (Luke 17:19). presbute,rouj, 
which is plural, implies that at least two or more elders were expected to come to 
minister to the sick person. thj evkklhsi,aj is a possessive genitive showing that the 
elders belong to messianic community, not the synagogue.29  Therefore, the sick 
person is presumably a believer since he bears such a relationship to the elders of  
a church. The term elder refers to leader in the early church, probably very similar 
to the function of  the pastor in the contemporary context.30 

One must ask, “Why are the elders called upon for healing? Were elders 
elevated above others or given special healing authority because of  their office?”  
McCartney argues, “These elders are to be called not because they are invested 
with special powers, but because they represent the church as a whole, and their 
prayers are an expression of  the prayers of  the entire congregation or community.”31 
However, if  the elders simply represent the rest of  the congregation, why does 
the author insist in James 5:16 that the whole congregation pray for one another’s 
healing? Are not the prayers of  the elders enough? Rather, it seems they are called 
because it is the role of  the elders to care for the congregation.32

kai. proseuxa,sqwsan evpi, auvto.n avlei,yantej [ auvto.n] evlai,w| evn 
tw/| ovno,mati tou/ kuri,ou. In this context, the preposition ἐπί carries a spatial 
meaning indicating “upon” or “over.”33 It is likely that  evpi, refers specifically to the 
practice of  standing over the sick person and perhaps laying hands upon him.34 
avlei,yantej is an aorist, active participle adverbially modifying proseuxa,sqwsan. 
Since avlei,yantej is adverbial, the context of  the verse would specify a temporal 
nuance. The aorist tense makes the timing questionable; the anointing may precede 
the prayer, but since verb to which the aorist participle is related is also an aorist, 
this is most likely a contemporaneous aorist.35 This means the praying and anointing 
should take place simultaneously.36 The root of  the participle is avlei,fw, which 
means “to anoint by applying a liquid such as oil or perfume.”37 Anointing the sick 
is mentioned in the New Testament only one other time, in Mark 6:13, “And they 
were casting out many demons and were anointing with oil many sick people and 
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healing them” (NASB). The object of  the anointing—auvto.n—is deleted in some 
very important manuscripts, but whether it is present or absent, it is implied, as well 
as represented by equally important witnesses.38 The person is to be anointed with 
e;laion, or olive oil. 39 evlai,w| is a dative of  material, which “denotes the material 
that it used to accomplish the action of  the verb.”40 

The purpose of  the olive oil has generated much discussion in the scholarly 
community; there are at least ten different perspectives on the purpose of  the oil.41 
Yet, most of  these positions are nuances of  one of  three views. Broadly speaking, 
the interpretative options for the significance of  the anointing with oil are—
sacramental, medicinal, and symbolic.42 Clearly, a decision between these options 
must be partially based upon the usage of  avlei,fw elsewhere. In the Septuagint, 
the word avlei,fw usually refers to anointing for hygienic reasons. Although avlei,fw 
can also be used to describe the anointing for religious consecration, the usual 
word for this is criw.43 In fact, out of  nineteen uses in the Septuagint, only two 
times does avlei,fw refer to the consecration of  priests (Exodus 40:15; Numbers 
3:3). In the Septuagint avlei,fw is never used to indicate a medicinal purpose. On 
the other hand, half  of  the occurrences of  avlei,fw describe the hygienic purpose 
of  anointing. Yet, even the hygienic purpose can have significant overtones for 
James’ context—when a person was mourning or suffering he sometimes refrained 
from anointing themselves. For example, in Micah 6:15 God promises to judge 
his people; Micah then warns the people “You shall not anoint yourself  with oil.” 
Therefore, it is possible that by anointing a sick person with oil, the elders indicate 
to the sick person that he will not be judged by sickness or for his sin, but may 
arise and be healed.44 

Many scholars have proposed a medicinal view, claiming that the oil was an 
ancient form of  medicine. This view may be appealing, but it does not take into 
account that oil would not be equally effective for any kind of  sickness. Moreover, 
if  this were a medicinal treatment, why would church elders need to administer it? 
Could not oil for a medicinal purpose be administered by a doctor or relative?45 
In the one New Testament passage where oil is used for medicine, Luke 10:34, 
the word that is used for the application of  the oil is not avlei,fw, but evpice,w.46 It 
seems then that the purpose of  anointing is a symbol—either signifying that the 
sick person “is being set apart for God’s special attention and care”47 or representing 
forgiveness and restoration.48

So then, the elders are commanded to pray and anoint the sick person, but 
more specifically they must anoint the person “in the name of  the Lord.” This 
reminds the readers that the power to heal does not belong to the elders or the 
oil, but the Lord. The prayer must be uttered in the Lord’s name to be rendered 
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effective. The words tou/ kuri,ou are held in question by several witnesses. Besides 
tou/ kuri,ou, there are three options—the absence of  the article (tou/), the complete 
absence of  tou/ kuri,ou, and the replacement of  the present reading with  vIhsou/ 
Cristou/ or tou/ kuri,ou vIhsou/. The last two variants are the most significant 
theologically, although the name  vIhsou/ only occurs in seven manuscripts. However, 
while the reading tou/ kuri,ou is given an “A” rating by the textual committee, the 
presence of  Jesus’ name shows early Christians interpreted this to refer to the 
name of  Jesus.49   vIhsou/ Cristou/ was probably a scribal gloss, but tou/ kuri,ou is 
probably a reference to Christ.50

(5:15) kai. h` euvch. th/j pi,stewj sw,sei to.n ka,mnonta kai. evgerei/ 
auvto.n o` ku,rioj. The noun euvch. (prayer) occurs only two other times in the 
New Testament and elsewhere means “vow” or “oath.” Yet here, as well as in other 
instances outside the New Testament, it means “prayer.”51  It is most likely because 
of  its rarity that some scribes replaced it with the more familiar proseuch/|.52 The 
genitive construction th/z pi,stewj is likely a genitive of  content, a prayer that is full 
of  faith, prayed with full faith.53 It is the faith of  the elders that brings the healing.54 
This fits with the immediate context as well as the theme of  wholeness found in 
James; especially in regard to complete faith in prayer mentioned in James 1:6-8, 
“But he must ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who doubts is like the 
surf  of  the sea, driven and tossed by the wind. For that man ought not to expect 
that he will receive anything from the Lord, being a double-minded man, unstable 
in all his ways” (NASB). Faith is needed to obtain both wisdom and healing.55 

The results of  prayer are tremendous for the sick person—first, the prayer 
will save him. ka,mnonta which is a substantive participle, comes from ka,mnw. This 
word, although rare in the New Testament, is used outside of  the New Testament to 
refer serious and severe physical illness.56 So then, the one who is sick is described 
as being very sick, which is in accordance with his need to summon the elders to 
his bedside. Of  particular importance is the tense of  sw,sei and evgerei/ —both 
are future active verbs. This leads to the question, “When will this promise be 
realized?” Certainly the future tense allows for immediate healing or eschatological 
healing.57 The choice of  interpretation is complicated by the meaning of  the words 
themselves. sw,|zw is often used to describe salvation of  the soul, and evgeirw can 
refer to the bodily resurrection. However, both of  these words have a wide range 
of  meanings. For example, sw,|zw can mean to be saved from “natural dangers” or 
“eschatological danger” or even both. It can refer to experiencing salvation from 
judgment and sin eschatologically, or it can refer to being saved from death, a 
dangerous situation, or disease—both nuances are common.58 Likewise, ἐγείρω has 
over eleven different nuances—including bodily resurrection, but also getting up 
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or waking up for a nap.59 In James 5:15 it simply means “to restore to health.”60 It 
is helpful to note that since the elders are called upon while the person is still alive 
and since the sick person is presumably a member of  the church, eschatological 
healing is probably not in James’ mind.61 

ka;n àmarti,aj h|= pepoihkw,j avfeqh,setai auvtw|/. Second, the prayer of  
faith brings forgiveness of  sins. The relationship between sin and sickness is another 
great theological issue in this pericope. The New Testament teaches that sin is not 
necessarily the cause of  illness or disease (John 9:1-3, 11:4); however, Scripture also 
admits that sometimes sickness is caused by sin (1 Corinthians 11:29-30).62 The 
relationship between sickness and sin can be distinguished in this passage even by 
examining ka;n. This word is the result of  crasis, the combination of  kai, and eva.n. 
BDAG lists three possible meaning—“and if;” “even if, even though;” and “if  only, 
at least.”63 While BDAG lists this occurrence as a conjunction in James 5:15 (“and 
if ”), McCartney argues that kai is functioning adverbially with  eva.n, rather than as 
a conjunction, resulting in the meaning “and if, even if.”64  “Even if ” seems to be 
appropriate in James 5:15 because it maintains the balance of  the New Testament 
perspective on sickness and suffering, but this is a stretch grammatically. 

Rather, one will arrive at the same destination as McCartney—albeit by a 
different route—by noting that ka;n followed by the perfect subjunctive (pepoihkw,j) 
conveys possibility.65 The possibility is that a person’s illness may be caused by sin, 
but James does not insist that this is certain. However, the healing promised has 
both physical and spiritual implications. Similarly, in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus indicates 
that the ability to forgive sins is closely related, if  not intertwined, with physical 
healing.66 

There is a minor textual variant in these concluding words— avfeqh,setai is 
changed to avfeqh,sontai. After weighing the evidence, it appears that this variant 
was due to scribal error and transmitted in the Byzantine family of  texts. 67

(5:16) evxomologei/sqe ou=n avllh,loij ta.j a`marti,aj. The conjunction 
ou=n68 connects this verse with James 5:15c. Since praying for one another can lead 
to healing, both physical and spiritual, James uses the imperative to command his 
readers to pray for one another. In addition, this verse sheds light on the theological 
problem in James 5:15c. In James 5:15, it seems strange that intercessory prayer 
can bring forgiveness in the life of  another individual. However, the sick person’s 
sins are not forgiven just because the elders pray, but because he first confesses. 
McCartney argues that the confession of  James 5:16 involves sins committed against 
the community. A person is responsible only for confessing sins against brothers 
in Christ to others.69  Yet, the language of  James 5:16 is not specific enough to 
warrant such a fine-tuned assertion. The most generic word for sins (ta.z àmarti,az) 
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is used without any qualification for kind of  sins.70

Kai. eu;cesqe u`pe.r avllh,lwn o[pwj ivaqh/te. Naturally, many scholars 
who argue that the healing of  this pericope describes spiritual healing instead of  
physical healing will use this clause as vindication. They argue that in light of  the 
corporate confession of  James 5:16a, the believers of  James’ churches were praying 
for one another, so that other members would experience spiritual wholeness.71 
However, if  spiritual healing is in view here, what is the nature of  the healing? 
Spiritual healing for someone who is already in Christ could only mean their 
complete glorification in the Day of  the Lord. Another argument against spiritual 
healing in this verse is the frequency with which iva,omai is used to describe physical 
sickness.72 

The conjunction ou=n bridges the thought about corporate confession and 
prayer with what has been said in James 5:15c. In order to ensure the continual 
physical and spiritual health of  the community, believers are commanded to pray 
for one another and confess sins to one another. 73

polu. ivscu,ei de,hsij dikai,ou evnergoume,nh. Since the entire passage at 
hand deals with the subject of  prayer, James 5:16b provides a summary of  prayer 
and a motivation to pray. Apparently, early Christian scribes read this sentence as a 
ground statement, based on the inclusion of  ga.r in a few early manuscripts.74 The 
translation of  this verse is very difficult; it seems best translated something like, 
“The prayer of  a righteous person is very powerful in its working.” The subject 
of  the sentence is prayer (de,hsij) which is the only noun in the nominative case. 
This noun is modified by dikai,ou which is a subjective genitive; thus, the righteous 
man is the one praying the prayer.75 dikai,ou is the genitive form of  di,kaioj, which 
describes a person “being in accordance with high standards of  rectitude.”76

Since the prayer that is effective is the prayer of  the “righteous person,” 
this would have encouraged James’ audience. Perhaps some of  his readers would 
have confused the elder’s purpose in the church, mentioned in James 5:14, with 
their stature in the kingdom. Instead of  giving his readers the impression that the 
answers to major prayer concerns are granted only to elders and prophets, James 
makes it clear that all righteous persons can have an effective prayer life. The 
righteous person in James is the one who has declared faith in Christ, and lives a 
life observably worthy of  such a confession.77 The reminder to live according to 
God’s Word is the main idea throughout James’ epistle and it is also the exhortation 
for effective pray in this verse.

Still, what does the “prayer of  the righteous person” do? The verb of  the 
sentence is ivscu,w which means “to have requisite personal resources to accomplish 
something; to have power.”78 The difficultly in translation occurs because of  
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the adjective, polu., and the participle evnergoume,nh. Scholars debate whether 
evnergoume,nh is middle or passive. If  the participle is middle, the verse should be 
translated, “The prayer of  a righteous person has great power as it is working” 
(ESV); if  it is passive, the translation should be “when it is energized by the Spirit.”79 
It seems most logical that the participle is middle, functioning adverbially80; that is, 
“the prayer of  a righteous person is powerful in its working.” polu is an adjective 
and since it stands just before the main verb, it is probably modifying ivscu,ei, 
“very powerful.”

(5:17) VHli,aj a;nqrwpoj h=n o`moiopaqh.j h`mi/n. Although the first two 
words are in the nominative case, VHli,aj is the subject in this predicate nominative 
construction, since this is the usual case for proper names.81 Elijah is listed as an 
example for the purpose of  demonstrating the effectiveness of  prayer. Although 
Elijah was one of  the most revered of  the Old Testament prophets, James says that 
he was man “with a nature like ours.” This rare word—o`moiopaqh.j—occurs again 
in the New Testament only in Acts 14:15.82 In Acts, it is used by Paul and Barnabas 
at Lystra after the crowd there assumes that they are gods who have come down 
among them. Paul and Barnabas protest that they too are humans. This situation 
provides clarification to the meaning of  the word in James 5:17 as well. Just as 
the Lystrans supposed that because of  their miracles, Paul and Barnabas must be 
super-human, many Jews may have supposed that Elijah was above them spiritually 
because of  his remarkable ministry. Yet, James encourages his readers to pray by 
reminding them that Elijah too was human.

kai proseuch/| proshu,xato tou/ mh. bre,xai kai. ouvk e;brexen evpi. 
th/j gh/j evniautou.j trei/j kai. mh/naj e[x.  The secret, James says, of  Elijah’s 
ministry was his prayer life. One of  the interesting syntactical features of  this verse 
is proseuch/| proshu,xato, which at first glance appears to be translated, “in prayer 
he prayed.” In this case, both the noun and the verb share the same root. Instead 
of  simply translating this in such a straightforward manner, one must recognize 
this is a Semitic83 cognate expression, which gives emphasis to the verb. In this 
construction, called a cognitive dative, the dative noun proseuch/| serves as an 
adverb to modify the verb proshu,xato. This construction adds force or intensity 
to the expression and functions much like the infinitive absolute standing before 
a cognate verb in Hebrew.84

The structure of  the James 5:17-18 is “action-result.” James describes the 
initial prayer action of  Elijah and then gives the results.85 This simplistic structure 
reinforces James’ belief  that “the prayer of  a righteous person is very powerful in 
its working,” since the prayer is prayed, then the result is realized.86

The illustration James provides in James 5:17 is never recorded in the Old 
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Testament. Presumably, the drought to which he refers is the one mentioned in 1 
Kings 17:1-7, when Elijah prophesies to Ahab that it will not rain for three years. 
However, Scripture never says that Elijah prayed for the drought. Moo uses an 
incident recorded in 1 Kings 18:42 to infer that Elijah prayed the drought would 
end. While this is probably a safe inference, it is noteworthy that 1 Kings 18:42 
does not say Elijah prayed—much less the content of  his prayer request. On the 
other hand, James is probably basing his sketch of  Elijah on other Jewish sources, 
such as 2 Esdras 7:109 which says, “Elijah prayed that the people might have rain.”

Another interesting deviation from the Old Testament is James’ mention of  
“three years and six months” (evniautou.j trei/j kai. mh/naj e[x). 1 Kings 18:1 simply 
says that Elijah went to Ahab to announce the end of  the drought “in the third 
year.” It is most likely that James is citing a Jewish tradition unknown to the modern 
reader, since Luke 4:25 also records three years and six months.87 

(5:18) kai. pa,lin proshu,xato. James 5:18 begins with a contrast to James 
5:17—“and again” (kai. pa,lin). The second prayer is a prayer undoing the curse 
of  drought. Although this verse contrasts with James 5:17, the structure employed 
is again action-result. In this verse, there is an insignificant text problem involving 
some transposed words; u`eto,n e;dwken (lit. “rain it gave”) is reversed to e;dwken 

u`eto,n (“it gave rain”) in Sinaiticus, Alexandrinus, Athous Laurae, minuscules 33, 
623, 945, 1241, 1739, 2298, 2464, as well as others, and the entire Latin tradition. 
The text in support of  the reading is witnessed by Vaticanus, Porphyrianus, 
apparently 048, 049, and the Majority Text.88 In this case, the evidence is evenly 
divided; however, the reading that the textual committee did not adopt seems to 
be the better reading since it is the more difficult reading by normal Greek word 
order, also it is witnessed by more than one family type, and it is supported by 
very good witnesses. However, the transposition of  these words does not affect 
the meaning of  the verse.

The clause kai. o` ouvranoj u`eto.n e;dwken kai. h` gh/ evbla,sthsen to.n karpo.n 

auvth/j has caused some scholars to argue that there is an intentional parallel between 
the results of  Elijah’s prayer and the prayer of  the righteous man. Davids, for 
example, argues that as the land of  Elijah’s day was dry, so is the body of  the sick 
person when ill. Then, as Elijah prayed, when Christians pray for a sick person, 
there is restoration—just as the land was restored by water.89 However, this is view is 
unlikely for several reasons. First, James does not make this parallel explicit enough 
to warrant such an interpretation. Moreover, there are no clear parallels, beyond 
prayer, between the example of  Elijah and the sick person. Since the discussion 
of  the elders praying for the sick person in James 5:14-15, James has introduced 
the topic of  corporate confession and prayer, as well as the general principle: “the 
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prayer of  a righteous person is very powerful in its effect”—which seems to be 
the basis of  the Elijah example.

Conclusion

In conclusion, James 5:13-18 bears witness to James’ overall unity of  thought 
throughout the Epistle. James concludes his letter, much like he began it, by 
exhorting his readers to pray since spiritual wholeness requires dependence upon 
God. Furthermore, one can see the unity of  James’ thought in this pericope. 
He provides conditional statements which detail how to deal with the highs and 
lows of  life by cultivating a prayer life. The point James’ makes in this passage is 
timeless—consistent life and prayer yields great results.

David Crowther is a graduate of  Anderson University and Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, and is currently pursuing PhD studies at Southeastern 
Baptist Theological Seminary.
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e;dwken, only found in minuscule 38.

89. Davids, The Epistle of  James, 197.



FOR MORE INFORMATION CALL 864.328.1809 OR VISIT AUMINISTRY.COM

College of
Christian Studies

u n i v e r s i t y
ANDERSON

DOCTOR OF MINISTRY
in Biblical Preaching

practical ministry training
for a new generation of

kingdom leaders




