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From the Editor

I hope you enjoy reading this third volume of  The Anderson Journal of  Christian 
Studies.  At Anderson University, we take seriously Scripture’s admonition that 

we are to love God with our minds.(Mark 12:30)  We hope that this edition of  our 
journal helps you to follow that admonition as you read its content.

Chuck Fuller, Assistant Professor of  Christian Studies at Anderson University, 
presents an excellent examination of  Bishop Joseph Butler’s contentions regarding 
the continuation of  personal identity after death found in his “Dissertation I—Of  
Personal Identity.”  Fuller points out both the strengths and weaknesses of  Butler’s 
arguments and commends their contribution to a Christian understanding of  the 
persistence of  personal identity after death.

Greg Cochran, Director of  Applied Theology and Associate Professor at 
California Baptist University, explores God’s covenantal concern for the poor and 
persecuted around the world.  He contends that while God possesses concern for 
everyone who experiences poverty and persecution, He is especially concerned 
for His covenant people.  In response to God’s concern, Christians should share 
particular concern for their brothers and sisters suffering from poverty and 
persecution.

Spencer Haygood, Adjunct Professor at Anderson University, examines Paul’s 
Areopagus address in Acts 17:16-34.  He explores whether Paul abandoned his 
focus on the gospel to present a merely philosophical speech in Athens.  Haygood 
argues that, in Athens, Paul does not deviate from his evangelistic engagement 
seen throughout his activity in Acts.  He also provides practical application for 
contemporary readers from Paul’s evangelistic methodology in Athens.

Finally, in honor of  the tercentennial of  the birth of  George Whitefield, I 
present an article on the theological and historical context surrounding Whitefield’s 
ministry in the American colonies in the eighteenth century.  This article is the first 
of  a three-part series on Whitefield. 

We pray this issue will glorify God and edify His church!

Soli Deo Gloria,
Tim McKnight
Executive Editor
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An Old Answer to a Constant Threat: 
Joseph Butler and the Crisis of  Personal 

Identity 
Chuck Fuller

Introduction
“No, madam, he is not dead, but he is buried.” 

This was the reply of  the Archbishop of  York to Queen Caroline when she 
mistakenly assumed that Bishop Joseph Butler (1692-1752) had died.1 She was 

an avid reader of  Butler’s influential Analogy of  Religion and had once employed him 
as her own Clerk of  the Closet. The Archbishop’s correction not only reassured her 
that Butler continued to live despite his professional obscurity, but it also recollected 
for her one of  Butler’s main contentions, namely that life and personal identity 
continue after death. Being assured of  Butler’s continued existence and being 
reminded of  her own lasting existence, she put his career on a public trajectory by 
recommending him to a high position in the Anglican church.2   

While continued personal existence after death is a fundamental tenet of  
Christianity, the rise of  virtual identities, maintained through technology, creates 
a dissonance in personhood that calls for reflection. Mobile devices have become 
extensions of  ourselves as they ubiquify communication and information, tracking 
our locations, purchases, and even the number of  steps we take in a day.3 Social 
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media avatars seem to make us somehow more alive, to the point that when an 
account remains active after one dies, an eerie, awkward, ethereal sense of  afterlife 
ensues.4 Indeed, to live without a Twitter handle or Facebook page is to be missing 
some perceived component of  humanity. As mobile technology transitions from 
the “wearable” to the “implantable,” it creeps closer to and may encroach upon 
the individual. An implanted device could be “biohacked,” compromising much 
more than credit card numbers.5 At some point, the very meaning of  personal 
identity becomes malleable.

Identity, though, must be considered in categories that transcend the integration 
of  technology. The first book of  the Bible, Genesis, affirms the status of  humans 
as special creatures and teaches that life is more than a temporary and pliable 
physical unit. “Then the Lord God formed man of  dust from the ground,” Moses 
records, “and breathed into his nostrils the breath of  life; and man became a living 
being” (Gen 2:7). The semantic range for “being” includes “life,” “person,” “self,” 
“appetite,” and “mind.” Unmistakably, man is alive in a special way and given a 
kind of  life that makes him an individual person whose identity exists beyond the 
body.6 The unfolding canon reiterates the claim. In 2 Corinthians 5:8, Paul says 
that he had rather be “absent from the body and to be at home with the Lord.”

While the biblical evidence is firm enough to settle the conscience of  the 
believer, the philosophical outworking of  the persistence of  personal identity 
remains tricky. The complexity of  justifying belief  that a person retains his or her 
identity even as the body changes compares to Plutarch’s illustration of  the ship 
of  Theseus:

The ship wherein Theseus and the youth of  Athens returned had thirty oars, and 
was preserved by the Athenians down even to the time of  Demetrius Phalereus, 
for they took away the old planks as they decayed, putting in new and stronger 
timber in their place, insomuch that this ship became a standing example among the 
philosophers, for the logical question of  things that grow; one side holding that the 
ship remained the same, and the other contending that it was not the same.7  

To what extent is sameness of  identity compatible with physical change? 
When applied to artifacts, the question refuses a simple answer. When applied to 
personhood, it renders consequences of  massive import. If  sameness and change 
are strictly incompatible, then there can be no persistence in personal identity from 
one moment to the next, and therefore no moral accountability for past actions 
and no need to plan for future benefits in this life or the next.8

 The problem of  the persistence of  personal identity after death was of  
particular concern to Joseph Butler, the eminent opponent of  empirical deism. 
“Whether we are to live in a future state, as it is the most important question 
which can possibly be asked,” he said, “so it is the most important question which 
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can be expressed in language.”9 In his formidable work, Analogy of  Religion, Butler 
sought to demonstrate the reasonableness of  Christianity, and he started with the 
reasonableness of  life after death.10 He recognized, though, that demonstrating 
the sensibility of  life after death was by itself  somewhat derisory, for it contains 
no guarantee that the self  that lives beyond death is the same self  that lived before 
death. Butler, therefore, added a dissertation to the end of  his Analogy, arguing 
for the persistence of  personal identity even after death. To better grasp Butler’s 
approach, his “Dissertation I – Of  Personal Identity” should be viewed within the 
context of  Butler’s apologetic, its argument restated and analyzed, and its enduring 
significance evaluated.  

The Life and Times of  Joseph Butler
 Born on May 18, 1692 to a Presbyterian family, Joseph Butler has been 

hailed as “one of  the most profound and original thinkers” that England “or any 
other country ever produced.”11 After completing grammar school he attended a 
dissenting academy at Gloucester, and while there he proved his intellectual abilities 
in his correspondence with Samuel Clarke over the latter’s Demonstration of  the 
Being and Attributes of  God. In time, Butler’s religious views led him to the Church 
of  England, and with his father’s blessing he went on to Oxford in 1714.12 Upon 
receiving the Bachelor of  Arts, Butler was ordained, and thanks to having good 
connections he was appointed preacher in 1719 at the Rolls Chapel in London.13 
At Rolls, he delivered the sermons that contain the central thought of  his moral 
philosophy, which were published in 1726 under the title Fifteen Sermons Preached at 
the Rolls Chapel.14 In 1722 he became the Rector of  Haughton le Skerne, in 1725 
he was appointed Rector of  Stanhope, and in 1733 he became Chaplain to Lord 
Chancellor Talbot and obtained his D. C. L. degree from Oxford.15 Supposedly, he 
penned his famous Analogy during his years at Stanhope, but it was not published 
until 1736, the same year he became Queen Caroline’s Clerk of  the Closet. On her 
deathbed, Caroline urged her husband, George II, to make Butler a bishop, and so 
Butler became the Bishop of  Bristol in 1738. Dissatisfied with the meager income 
provided by his appointment, Butler petitioned the king and was consequently given 
the office of  Dean of  St. Paul’s in addition to his bishopric. In 1750, Butler was 
promoted to the lucrative Bishopric of  Durham. He died in 1752, having never 
married.16    

 The intellectual and theological climate of  Butler’s time was marked by 
rapid philosophical development and sharp religious decline. In philosophy, the 
influence of  empiricism and moral-sense thought was quite strong. British thinkers 
like John Locke, Frances Hutchinson, Samuel Clarke, and Thomas Hobbes held 
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great sway in England, but foreign philosophers such as Descartes, Malebranche, 
and Leibniz were also widely discussed.17 The theological tendency of  the day 
moved distinctly toward empirical deism, with John Toland, Anthony Collins, and 
Matthew Tindal being the most influential.18 Perhaps Tindal best summarizes the 
essence of  eighteenth-century deism when he says,

There’s a religion of  nature and reason written in the hearts of  every one of  us 
from the first creation by which mankind must judge the truth of  any instituted 
religion whatever, and if  it varies from the religion of  nature and reason in any one 
particular, nay, in the minutest circumstance, that alone makes all things which can 
be said in its support totally ineffectual.19

Tindal’s standard recognizes the idea of  divine revelation only as far as it 
republishes what is known by nature and reason.20 In the advertisement to the 
1736 edition of  the Analogy, Butler notes the disastrous effect of  deism in his time, 
saying, “It is come, I know not how, to be taken for granted, by many persons, 
that Christianity is not so much a subject of  inquiry, but that it is now at length 
discovered to be fictitious.”21 From an American perspective, Howard Malcolm 
laments that, in England, the universities and pulpits alike were irreligious enough to 
drive “our pilgrim fathers to seek a home amid the wilds of  an unexplored continent, 
and to face the dangers of  sea and savage.”22 Deism presented Christianity with 
a formidable opponent, the defeat of  which preoccupied the work of  Bishop 
Joseph Butler.

Overview of  Butler’s Apologetic
 Keeping Butler’s defense of  personal identity after death in its context 

within the Analogy of  Religion requires a brief  overview and analysis of  the Analogy 
itself. Although some dispute the Analogy’s aim, it seems evident that Butler 
intended to dismantle the particular threat of  deism and not to develop a full-blown 
philosophy of  religion.23 Deism requires an exclusively natural religion because of  
its supposition that the obscurity of  the Bible makes Christianity unreasonable. 
Butler asserts, however, that similar and equal obscurities exist in humanity’s 
knowledge of  nature. Unless the deist is willing, therefore, to say that his belief  
about nature is unreasonable, he cannot so quickly dismiss revealed Christianity. 
Deism errs by demanding more certainty of  Christianity than it does of  itself.24 
In this way, Analogy of  Religion can be said to be a defensive ad hominem argument, 
because he challenges deism on its own terms.25 He first concedes one of  deism’s 
main points, namely that God can be known through reason and experience, and 
then employs its own method, empirical probability, to argue that the same God 
known by reason and experience has revealed himself  in Scripture.26 He does not 
challenge the presuppositions of  the deists, but grants them and uses them in order 



Anderson University College of  Christian Studies10

to render deism self-defeating. Butler’s Analogy, therefore, is a demonstration of  
the reasonableness of  Christianity against a particular threat and not an attempt 
to prove Christianity in a proper sense.

Summary of  Butler’s Analogy of Religion
 There are three essential elements to Butler’s argument in Analogy of  

Religion. First, the Analogy intends to establish the probability of  Christianity 
by means of  an epistemological analogy between nature, natural religion, and 
revelation. He greatly emphasizes the probabilistic nature of  human knowledge, 
saying,

Probable Evidence, in its very nature, affords but an imperfect kind of  
information, and is to be considered as relative only to being of  limited capacities. 
For nothing which is the possible object of  knowledge, whether past, present, or 
future, can be probable to an Infinite Intelligence; since it cannot but be discerned 
absolutely, as it is in itself, certainly true or false. But, to us, probability is the very 
guide of  life.27

Knowledge by means of  probability applies to both natural and revealed 
religion; being established in both cases by analogical comparison with what is 
observed in nature.28 He argues that empirical knowledge of  nature, no matter how 
certain, remains probabilistic, and there is much about nature that humans do not 
understand. Humans do not, however, dismiss all knowledge of  nature because 
of  these limitations.29 Analogically, then, humans should not dismiss all knowledge 
of  revelation because of  obscurities and limitations. Indeed, Butler argues that 
one should expect similar and analogous difficulties in our knowledge of  nature 
and revelation. Butler quotes Origen and pronounces that “he who believes the 
Scripture to have proceeded from Him who is the Author of  Nature, may well 
expect to find the same sort of  difficulties in it as are found in the constitution of  
nature.”30 He adds, “And in a like way of  reflection, it may be added, that he who 
denies the Scripture to have been from God, upon account of  these difficulties, 
may, for the same reason, deny the world to have been formed by him.”31 In other 
words, if  the deist denies Christianity on the basis of  the difficulties of  revelation, 
then he must likewise dismiss his own deism on the basis of  the difficulties of  
nature.  For Butler, difficulty does not equal disproof. 

 Second, Butler argues that facts of  nature provide grounds for inferring 
the probable truth of  natural and revealed religion. For example, the probability 
of  a future life after death may be inferred upon the transformations observed 
in animals, such as the “change of  worms into flies.”32 Some might object that 
death is unlike any other change, but Butler counters that no one can comprehend 
changes of  life stage until they come to pass, and therefore “that we are to exist 
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hereafter in a state as different (suppose) from our present . . . is but according to 
the analogy of  nature.”33 According to Butler, nothing observed in nature makes 
life after death strictly impossible, and the indivisibility of  consciousness added 
to the empirical evidence from nature leads to the high probability that “living 
powers” continue post mortem.34   

 Third, Butler argues that if  natural knowledge is limited, then there is no a 
priori reason why revelation cannot give more light. He does not seem to challenge 
the deist notion that reason is the final arbiter of  truth, but instead questions 
whether reason precludes revelation.35  For him, revelation is much more than a 
republication of  natural religion. He says,

But the importance of  Christianity will more distinctly appear by considering 
it more distinctly: first, as a republication and external institution of  natural 
or essential religion . . . and secondly, as containing an account of  things not 
discoverable by reason. . . . For though natural religion is the foundation and 
principle part of  Christianity, it is not in any sense the whole of  it.36

For Butler, biblical law and gospel are “authoritative publications of  the 
religion of  nature: they afford a proof  of  God’s general providence, as moral 
governor of  the world, as well as of  his particular dispensations of  providence 
toward sinful creatures.”37 In other words, revelation completes natural religion, 
because “it is certain no revelation would have been given, had the light of  nature 
been sufficient in such a sense as to render one not wanting and useless.”38  

In summary, Butler’s aim for the Analogy of  Religion is to demolish deism by 
comparing, analogically, both natural religion and revealed religion to what can 
be observed in nature, with the result being that in both cases, difficulty must 
not equal disproof. Butler proceeds by using known facts of  nature to infer the 
probability of  truths taught by natural and revealed religion, such as life after death. 
Finally, Butler refuses any objection to the possibility of  revelation, and believes 
that revelation fills the gaps left by natural religion. Butler’s full conclusion is “that 
compared with the evidence that supports the belief, the objections are not strong 
enough for one to reject the possibility” of  Christianity.39  

Assessment of  Butler’s Analogy of Religion
Viewed in context of  its time, none can deny the strong presence of  John 

Locke’s empiricism in Butler’s Analogy. John L. Murphy traces Butler’s argument 
from probability and his use of  analogy back to Locke, and Butler patently interacts 
with Locke on the matter of  personal identity.40 Butler, however, was no disciple 
of  Locke. In fact, it seems that Butler often used Locke’s work as a platform for 
launching his own ideas. In addition to Locke’s empiricism, Butler’s Analogy freely 
employs rationalism and intuitionism, rendering something of  a cumulative case.41 
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According to David Brown, this blend of  elements, particularly Butler’s “retreat 
from proof  to probability,” anticipates the shift from Enlightenment reasoning to 
the Romantic emphasis on feeling and experience.42  

The effectiveness of  Butler’s apologetic has been widely debated in the centuries 
since it was written. The Analogy became wildly popular after its publication, and is 
usually credited with launching the Christian Evidence School, out of  which William 
Paley penned A View of  the Evidence of  Christianity.43 The Analogy also remained on 
Oxford’s primary reading list until 1860, and most still esteem the work as having 
dealt the mortal blow to deism.44 E. C. Mossner, in his rather thorough survey 
of  Butler’s influence, concurs with Norman Sykes in asserting that the Analogy 
is the “most comprehensive and certainly the most enduring” argument against 
deist claims.45 The rise of  the theory of  evolution and higher biblical criticism, 
though, caused the popularity of  the Analogy to wane. On the one hand, evolution 
undermined the main presupposition of  deism and Christianity, namely that of  a 
Creator, which caused many to think that the Analogy had lost its relevance. Higher 
biblical criticism, on the other hand, removed from many minds the possibility 
that revelation could exist at all, much less that it could complete natural religion.46 
Recently, Brown observes that although philosophers of  religion have been slow 
to follow Butler, the current work of  Mitchell and Swinburne shows that the “tide 
is turning.”47 Butler’s old solution reemerges in the face of  new threats.

 The main criticism leveled against Butler’s work centers on its 
epistemological emphasis on probability. Matthew Arnold says, “After reading the 
Analogy one goes instinctively to bathe one’s spirit in the Bible again, to be refreshed 
by its boundless certitude and exhilaration.”48 Murphy likewise calls the Analogy “an 
excellent example of  the futility of  attempting to found the assent of  faith upon 
historical evidence and the argument from probability alone.”49 Butler indeed falls 
vulnerable to the objection against evidentialism insofar as he asserts that “the truth 
of  revealed religion, peculiarly so called, is not self-evident, but requires external 
proof  in order to its being received.”50 One must be careful, however, not to take 
Butler out of  context and extend his argument beyond what he intended. Butler 
appears well aware of  the limitations of  his Analogy, being particularly conscious 
that “it is a poor thing to solve difficulties in revelation by saying that there are 
the same in natural religion.”51 He readily acknowledges that the “treatise is by no 
means satisfactory,” and admits to dealing in a “middle state of  mind” between 
“full satisfaction of  the truth and a satisfaction of  the contrary.”52 Yet, in all of  this, 
one must remember Butler’s main purpose, which is to demonstrate that “religion 
throughout is credible.”53 Taken as a positive proof  for Christianity, Butler’s Analogy 
is weak.  Taken as a defense against the particular challenge of  deism, however, 
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the Analogy “still offers the best strategy of  response to deism.”54

Butler’s Argument for the Persistence of  Personal Identity
Butler begins his Analogy by considering “that which is the foundation of  

all our hopes and of  all our fears—all our hopes and fears which are of  any 
consideration—I mean a Future Life.”55 He opens his case for a future life by 
presenting different probabilities, based upon the rational reflection of  experience, 
that a person will survive death.56 First, the law of  nature shows that creatures exist 
in different stages, and just as human adulthood represents a radically different 
stage than life in the womb, analogy suggests that there will be life after death.57 
Second, the general law of  continuance states that things remain static unless there 
is reason to think that they will be altered. The present capacity for pleasure and 
pain, therefore, suggests a future capacity for the same.58 Third, neither the nature of  
death nor any analogy from nature implies that death destroys the “living powers” 
of  a human. A person already survives magnificent changes over the course of  
life, and furthermore the human capacity to sleep and swoon infers the possibility 
of  retaining the living powers without being able to use them in the body. The 
analogy of  nature, therefore, suggests that there is life after death.59  

After presenting these arguments, Butler answers the objection that life is 
too closely connected with the body to ever survive death. He asserts the unity of  
consciousness through successive life stages, he notes that the loss of  limbs has 
no effect on personhood, and he demonstrates how the division of  the sensing 
powers from the reflecting powers suggests a separation of  the person from the 
body.60 In his thought, this collective evidence tips the scale of  probability in favor 
of  life after death. At exactly this point, however, the question of  the persistence 
of  personal identity looms large over Butler’s case. In order for his argument to 
have its desired force, Butler must contend not merely that life is compatible with 
bodily change and continues after death, but also that personal identity persists 
through bodily change and death.  Toward that end, he asserts,

For we see by experience that men may lose their limbs, their organs of  sense, and 
even the greatest part of  these bodies, and yet remain the same living agents. And 
persons can trace up the existence of  themselves to a time when the bulk of  their 
bodies was extremely small in comparison of  what it is in mature age: and we 
cannot but think that they might then have lost a considerable part of  that small 
body, and yet have remained the same living agents, as they may now lose great 
part of  their present body and remain so. And it is certain, that the bodies of  all 
animals are in a constant flux, from that never-ceasing attribution which there is in 
every part of  them. Now, things of  this kind unavoidably teach us to distinguish 
between these living agents, ourselves, and large quantities of  matter, in which we 
are very nearly interested; since these may be alienated, and actually are in a daily 
course of  succession, and changing their owners; while we are assured that each 
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living agent remains one and the same permanent being.61

Butler recognizes, however, that he has only insisted upon the persistence of  
personal identity and has not demonstrated its probability. He adds, therefore, a 
dissertation to the end of  the Analogy called “Of  Personal Identity.”

Explanation of  “Dissertation I – Of  Personal Identity”
 Although the Dissertation touches on a web of  issues, Butler establishes 

the probability of  the persistence of  personal identity with three basic lines of  
argument. The three propositions are interlaced, yet distinguishable throughout. 
To grasp the rationale, each argument must be explained and unpacked.  

Knowledge of  personal identity is intuitive and based on common sense. 
Butler unfetters personal identity from the restrictions of  empirical inquiry by 
saying, “Now, when it is asked wherein personal identity consists . . . all attempts 
to define, but would perplex it.”62 He believes, however, that “there is no difficulty 
at all in ascertaining the idea,” for as soon as a person compares the consciousness 
of  oneself  in any two moments, “there as immediately arises to the mind the idea 
of  personal identity.”63 In other words, personal identity cannot be explained, but 
it can be easily recognized. Butler closes the Dissertation with the same concept, 
avowing that with intuitive knowledge,

It is ridiculous to attempt to prove the truth of  those perceptions, whose truth we 
can no otherwise prove than by other perceptions of  exactly the same kind with 
them, and which there is just the same ground to suspect; or to attempt to prove the 
truth of  our faculties, which can no otherwise be proved than by the use of  means 
of  those very suspected faculties themselves.64

For Butler, intuitive knowledge of  personal identity is incorrigible and exceeds 
anything provided by empirical observation.65  

Butler’s reliance on intuition in the first phase of  his argument demonstrates 
that he never entirely accepts the empiricist limitation on knowledge. In fact, in 
“Dissertation II – The Nature of  Virtue,” Butler speaks of  a faculty of  the mind 
“whether considered as a sentiment of  the understanding or as a perception of  the 
heart, or, which seems the truth, as including both.”66  With this faculty, persons 
possess knowledge of  important facts that cannot be traced to sense-perception, 
and personal identity is one of  them. Butler even claims that one cannot doubt 
the persistence of  personal identity without descending into absurdity.67 It comes 
as no surprise, then, that Thomas Reid and the Common Sense School borrowed 
heavily from and built upon Butler’s intuitive approach to personal identity.68  

Personal identity is different than corporeal identity. Butler’s second line 
of  argument involves differentiating between personal identity and the identity 
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we give to other living objects such as plants. According to him, the identity of  
a particular tree or vegetable is tied to its organization of  particles. Since these 
particles change over the lifespan of  the plant, our concept of  the identity or 
sameness of  the plant must be a rather fluid concept. He says,

And, therefore, when we say the identity, or sameness, of  a plant consists in a 
continuation of  the same life, communicated under the same organization, to a 
number of  particles of  matter, whether the same or not, the word same, when 
applied to life and to organization, cannot possibly be understood to signify what it 
signifies in this very sentence, when applied to matter. In a loose and popular sense, 
then, the life, and the organization of  the plant, are justly said to be the same, 
notwithstanding the perpetual change of  the parts.69

Personal identity, however, is much different.  For Butler, the concept of  
personal identity cannot be transmuted into or explained by statements about the 
relationship between particles.70  Instead, personal identity must be maintained in 
the philosophical manner of  sameness wherein “no man, no being, no mode of  
being, no any thing, can be the same with that which it hath, indeed, nothing the 
same.”71 For Butler, personal identity continues after the death of  the body precisely 
because personal identity consists of  a more permanent substance than the body 
and is not strictly bound to the body.   

In tackling the task of  identifying the constituting substance of  personal 
identity, Butler appeals to Locke and agrees that a person is “a thinking, intelligent 
being,” and that personal identity is “the sameness of  a rational being.”72 Butler 
differs from Locke, though, in that he halts any further discussion of  substance. 
In Butler’s mind, equating personal identity with the sameness of  rational being 
settles the matter, for the question of  “whether the same rational being is the same 
substance . . . needs no answer, because being and substance, in this place, stand 
for the same ideas.”73 In other words, rational being is the permanent substance 
that constitutes personal identity. Reid, claiming to follow Butler on this point, best 
captures Butler’s thought.74 He says,

If  you ask a definition of  identity, I confess I can give none; it is too simple a 
notion to admit of  logical definition. . . . My personal identity, therefore, implies 
the continued existence of  that indivisible thing which I call myself. Whatever this 
self  may be, it is something which thinks, and deliberates, and resolves, and acts, 
and suffers. I am not thought, I am not action, I am not feeling; I am something 
that thinks, and acts, and suffers. My thoughts, and actions, and feelings, change 
every moment: they have no continued, but a successive, existence; but that self, or I, 
to which they belong, is permanent, and has the same relation to all the succeeding 
thoughts, actions, and feelings which I call mine.75

The substance of  personal identity cannot, therefore, be any more basic or broken 
down any further than sameness of  rational being.76

Personal identity is more than consciousness. In his third line of  
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argument, Butler disassociates himself  further from Locke by differentiating 
between consciousness and personal identity. Locke empirically defines human 
identity in a like manner to that of  plants and animals.  For him, identity does 
not depend upon the substantial presence of  the particles, because the particles 
constantly change. Instead, what comprises identity is the organization of  the 
particles into a common life. Locke sees no need to attribute a soul or any other 
immaterial substance in order to establish personal identity, and he accounts for 
the continuance of  personal identity by means of  self-consciousness. For Locke, 
one maintains his or her identity by consciously appropriating past and present 
actions to oneself. Consciousness makes personal identity.77  

Butler acknowledges the epistemological importance of  consciousness for 
personal identity, but refuses to attach to it any ontological significance. He says,

But though consciousness of  what is past does thus ascertain our personal identity 
to ourselves, yet to say that it makes personal identity, or is necessary to our being 
the same persons, is to say that a person has not existed a single moment, nor done 
one action, but what he can remember; indeed, none but what he reflects upon. 
And one should really think it self-evident, that consciousness of  personal identity 
presupposes, and therefore cannot constitute, personal identity, any more than 
knowledge, in any other case, can constitute truth which it presupposes.78

Butler admits that consciousness is inseparable from personal identity, but refuses 
to equate the two. For him, “present consciousness of  past actions or feelings is 
not necessary to our being the same persons who performed them.” 79 Indeed, a 
person suffering from amnesia may have no recollection of  a past action, or due 
to other psychological difficulties a person may have memories of  events that 
never occurred. 

Butler detects another considerable weakness in Locke’s approach, and reveals 
it in order to buttress his own. If  there is no immaterial substance that constitutes 
personal identity, as in Locke’s thought, then there is no criterion by which to claim 
that a person’s consciousness remains the same consciousness through time. In 
fact, by Locke’s method one must admit that there are only different successive 
consciousnesses. According to Butler, Locke’s thought can be readily extended to 
the unreasonable conclusion that “personality is not a permanent, but a transient 
thing; that it lives and dies, begins and ends, continually.”80 With nothing to unify 
consciousness from one moment to the next, personal identity cannot persist, 
and without a persistent personal identity there is no moral accountability for past 
actions and no real interest in the future.81 Obviously, Butler argues, such an absurd 
concept defies our “natural sense of  things,” forgets that only a being and not an 
idea is capable of  life and action, and supports the probability that personal identity 
“must either be a substance or the property of  some substance.”82
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In summary, Butler’s “Dissertation I – Of  Personal Identity,” argues that 
epistemologically, personal identity is intuitive and cannot be ascertained by 
empirical observation. Ontologically, though, personal identity is comprised of  a 
permanent substance that cannot be analyzed, which might be called rational being. 
This substance is more permanent than the body and shows that identity extends 
beyond the body. Finally, personal identity cannot be epitomized by consciousness 
alone, because consciousness presupposes and does not constitute personal identity. 
For Butler, personal identity is absolute, unchanging, and independent of  changes 
in the body and the mind.

Assessment of  Butler’s Position on Personal Identity
Butler’s insistence on the absolute and enduring nature of  personal identity is 

a salient contribution to the philosophy of  personhood, although the Dissertation 
is far more formidable than the arguments presented in the broader Analogy. In 
the Analogy, his notion of  the “living powers” of  a human seems vague, and his 
claim that these powers remain after death because living creatures retain their 
identity throughout stages of  life ultimately fails. An argument that begins with an 
empirical posture (observation from nature) but ends with an analogical “proof ” 
of  something beyond observation convinces no one, because life and death are 
too disparate to sustain helpful correspondence. In other words, Butler compares 
apples to oranges.  

The Dissertation, though, prevails. W. A. Spooner, in his analysis of  the 
Dissertation, declares, “There can be but little doubt that Butler has here the best of  
the argument as against his opponents.”83 Butler’s position, it seems, finds its single 
greatest asset insofar as it resonates with common sense. J. P. Moreland and William 
Lane Craig point out that basic human experience requires an individual, enduring 
self  that unites all thoughts and perceptions “into one field of  consciousness.”84 
Spooner concurs, asserting that Butler “has shown conclusively that life becomes 
a meaningless conglomerate of  unconnected moments, were it not strung together 
by a permanent indivisible selfhood which lies at the base of, and is presupposed 
in, all our consciousness.”85 Furthermore, common sense compels individuals and 
societies to hold persons accountable for past actions and plan for future benefits. 
Some empiricists try to account for these instincts by allowing for altruism, but 
in truth these natural impulses necessitate the real persistence of  an absolute 
personal identity.86  

In its appeal to common sense, Butler’s Dissertation also unveils the crippling 
weaknesses of  strict empiricist positions that attempt to unite personal identity to 
the physical body or the memory and consciousness. In the first place, the empiricist 



Anderson University College of  Christian Studies18

view typically descends into something of  an arbitrary discussion over how much 
of  the body is required to retain personal identity (as in the “Ship of  Theseus” 
illustration or in the increasingly bionic nature of  medical and mobile technology). 
More importantly, attaching personal identity to the body requires that a person 
be able to know and identify his or her own body. Such self-identification requires 
consciousness, of  which the body view cannot give an account.87 On the other 
hand, the consciousness view avoids the problem of  relating identity to corporeal 
particles, but provides nothing to account for the unity of  consciousness through 
time that every person experiences. Ultimately, the empiricist views presuppose 
and do not ground personal identity. The body view presupposes personal identity 
by requiring knowledge of  one’s body, and the consciousness view presupposes 
personal identity by requiring another unifying factor. The empiricist considerations, 
therefore, can be epistemologically helpful for identifying individuals but cannot 
actually constitute personal identity.88

Furthermore, Butler’s position on the absolute and enduring nature of  
personal identity maintains a high compatibility with the traditional Christian 
view of  substance dualism and immortality. Again, Genesis 2:7 says, “Then the 
Lord God formed man of  dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils 
the breath of  life; and man became a living being.” Here, and in other places, the 
Bible plainly teaches that there is a substance beyond the physical body (1 Cor 
7:34; 2 Cor 7:1). A person is a unified being “with body and soul living and acting 
together.”89 At death, this conditional unity disperses and the immaterial substance 
or “soul” departs the body and continues to live (Gen 35:18; 1 Kgs 17:21; Eccl 
12:7; Isa 53:12; Luke 23:43; Acts 17:59; 2 Cor 5:8; Phil 1:23), only to be reunited 
as the body undergoes eschatological transformation (1 Cor 15:35-55; Phil 3:21). 
Some, in an attempt to reconcile substance monism with immortality, argue for 
either immediate resurrection or extinction and re-creation but, without an actual 
continuity of  substance, they encounter serious difficulty in accounting for the 
persistence of  personal identity.90  

Finally, the way in which other philosophers continue to rely on Butler’s work 
demonstrates the sustaining strength of  his approach to personal identity. At least 
three recent and significant philosophers of  personhood display overt indebtedness 
to Butler. Roderick Chisholm’s thinking on the matter approaches a theory of  
enduring substance very close to Butler’s, although Chisholm seems unaware of  
Butler’s work.91 Sidney Shoemaker, however, expressly confesses his reliance on 
Butler in affirming that self-identification is “non-criterial,” and Geoffrey Madell 
goes as far as to call for the “vindication of  the Butler/Reid view of  personal 
identity.”92
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Conclusion
For all its accolades, Butler’s insistence on the persistence of  personal identity 

had one notable and immediate critic, David Hume, who argued that true self-
awareness is impossible, and that awareness is limited to perceived experiences.93 
While Hume still enjoys more notoriety than Butler, Butler’s position overcomes 
the challenge. In fact, Hume’s work might be viewed as a microcosm of  the failure 
of  all empiricist approaches to personal identity. Spooner says,

The only consistent attitude, unless we assume a permanent self  underlying all our 
impressions and experiences, in and through the help of  which all our knowledge 
is gradually acquired and built up, is, Hume is driven to confess, a hopeless 
skepticism—a denial, that is, of  the reality or possibility of  that knowledge whose 
existence he set out to explain. But such an attitude of  skepticism, he admits, he is 
himself  forced to abandon directly he gets outside of  his study door.94 

Without a real and permanent identity, personhood descends into nothingness.
Butler’s framework asserts faithfulness to biblical data, Christian tradition, and 

personal experience, rendering an absolute concept of  personal identity constituted 
by an immaterial substance beyond the body and known by intuition. Despite its 
analogical weakness, the immaterial and intuitive components give his model an 
enduring relevance, providing a seemingly impenetrable buffer against threats, 
whether old deism or emerging bionic technologies. Indeed, Butler’s approach 
offers tangibility to personal identity that empiricist and monist positions cannot 
sustain. Empiricist approaches presuppose personal identity without proving it, and 
monist approaches cannot securely account for the sameness of  identity in the post 
mortem state. Butler’s position, therefore, remains helpful, relevant, and formidable.  

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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God’s Justice as a Covenantal Concern 
for the Poor and Persecuted

Greg Cochran

For more than a decade and a half  now, I have been engaged on behalf  of  the 
church as she undergoes persecution around the world. I have written articles, 

filmed videos, held conferences, written petitions, gathered food and clothing, 
and, of  course, offered many prayers on behalf  of  the persecuted church. This 
identification with the persecuted church has proved both a burden and a delight. 

As a burden, knowledge of  the persecuted church has haunted me at times 
when I might otherwise have been experiencing a joy-filled moment, such as when 
I’ve been at the beach with my family and remembered Aasiya Noreen, who because 
of  imprisonment on account of  her faith in Christ has not seen her family for 
more than five years. Such thoughts create a momentary sting, as I am reminded 
of  her discomfort in the face of  my own luxurious surroundings. And yet, as a 
delight, knowledge of  the persecuted has caused me to realize that every moment 
God gives me with my family or my church is a tremendous blessing which ought 
not to be squandered.  Instead of  leaving me burdened, these thoughts usually 
deliver a gentle reminder for me to rejoice always and to make the most of  my 
time because the days are evil (Ephesians 5:16). 

The burden-delight persecution pattern has likewise proved itself  germane to 
my understanding and interpretation of  the Scriptures. Texts such as Paul’s promise 
in 2 Tim 3:12—that anyone who wants to be holy will also face persecution—
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leave me dubious about my own desires for godliness because of  my relative lack 
of  persecution.  The burden of  texts like 2 Tim 3:12 causes me also to question 
whether or not I have a persecution complex, redefining every clash of  culture—from 
Phil Robertson’s Duck Dynasty fiasco to Macy’s alleged war on Christmas—into a 
neat confirmation of  the biblical promise of  persecution. 

There are of  course many delights derived from reading Scripture through the 
lens of  persecution.  Having read and heard many testimonies of  the persecuted 
church clinging to the hope of  a sovereign Christ triumphantly raised from the 
dead, I now grasp more clearly what Christ meant when he told his followers, “The 
one who endures to the end will be saved” (Matthew 24:32, ESV). I understand 
better the book of  Revelation. I heartily “Amen!” what Lenski wrote about this 
book decades ago:

Revelation is soteriological but at the same time eschatological and telic. From its 
beginning to its end it is focused upon the end. This end is the eternal triumph of  
the kingdom, the foe being eliminated forever. Revelation is the book of  hope and 
stimulates the longing of  hope. It is the answer to the cry: “How long, O Lord!”1 

The cry Lenski mentions (and the cry that Revelation answers) was uttered by 
saints who had been persecuted unto death (Rev 6:10).  The book of  Revelation, 
consequently, offers hope to those needing it in order to persevere through 
persecution.  It’s difficult to imagine how one might fully grasp the significance of  
Revelation apart from understanding it through the lens of  a persecuted church 
in need of  persevering hope. 

Having an awareness of  persecution, then, has both its benefits and its 
detriments. Often, it is not easy to discern which is the benefit and which the 
detriment. Such, I fear, may be the case with this current course of  study.  Reading 
the Scriptures through the lens of  an awareness of  the persecuted church has led 
me to the conviction that social justice—care for the oppressed, the poor, and the 
needy—begins with those suffering persecution on account of  Christ. I understand, 
however, there is the possibility that my own experiences are forcing the conclusion 
by reading the text with a bias toward the persecuted. Yet, I cannot help but think 
that the overall trajectory of  the biblical story, as well as several particular texts in 
the New Testament, confirms my conviction that the priority of  biblical justice 
begins with the righteous who are suffering on account of  Christ.

Old Testament: God of  Justice
Any fair reading of  the Old Testament would recognize the concern God has 

for those who are marginalized, oppressed, suffering, and vulnerable.  In a sweeping, 
yet succinct overview of  the Old Testament, Chris Wright says, 
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The prophets saw a people whose appetite for worship was insatiable but whose daily 
lives were a denial of  all the moral standards of  the God they claimed to worship. 
There was plenty of  charismatic fervor (Amos 5:21-24), plenty of  atonement 
theology in the blood of  multiple sacrifices (Is 1:10-12), plenty of  assurance of  
salvation in the recitation of  sound-bite claims for the temple (Jer 7:4-11), plenty 
of  religious observance at great festivals and conventions (Is 1:13-15). But beneath 
their noses and under their feet, the poor were uncared for at best and trampled on 
at worst. Spiritual religion flourished amidst social rottenness.  And God hated it.2 

The Old Testament affirms both that God hates injustice and loves justice. God 
executes justice on behalf  of  those who suffer. Nicholas Wolterstorff  gets to the 
heart of  the Old Testament’s portrayal of  God’s concern for those in need: 

Furthermore, God’s love for justice is declared to be an active love: God does justice. 
‘The Lord works vindication and justice for all who are oppressed’ we sing when 
we bless the Lord with the words of  Psalm 103 (v. 6).  And when we cry for 
deliverance with the words of  Psalm 140 we say, “I know that the Lord maintains 
the cause of  the afflicted, and executes justice for the needy (v. 12).”3

Sounding much like Wright and Wolterstorff, Ken Wytsma asserts that the 
Old Testament demonstrates just how intensely justice matters to God: 

We never worship justice. We worship God. The question is, can we worship God 
without justice?  Isaiah 58 answers that we can’t.  One of  the most startlingly 
straightforward chapters in all of  Scripture, it opens with God describing His 
people who claimed to want to know Him: 

‘Day after day they seek me out; they seem eager to know my ways, as if  they were 
a nation that does what is right and has not forsaken the commands of  its God. 
They ask me for just decisions and seem eager for God to come near them.

“Why have we fasted,” they say, “and you have not seen it? Why have we humbled 
ourselves, and you have not noticed?” 

God’s response spotlighted the contradiction in their lives and indicted them…  God 
then contrasted the Israelites’ failed devotion with His true desire for them: 

Is not this the kind of  fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of  injustice and 
untie the cords of  the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke? Is it not 
to share your food with the hungry and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—
when you see the naked, to clothe him, and not to turn away from your own flesh 
and blood?  

…Empty devotion is a disappointment to God.  Justice is a delight.4

Clearly, God reveals himself  as one who asks for devotion that demonstrates love 
toward the vulnerable and needy.  The Old Testament portrays God as one who is 
just and who thus expects his people to be just. To be just means more than being 
in right relationship to Him (though not less). It means acting in righteousness 
toward others—working for justice and against injustice.  The Old Testament is 
clear that God has a deep concern for those in need.  On this point, there is broad 
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agreement. Yet more needs to be said. 
Most scholars agree that any claim for justice ought to take seriously the 

nature of  God.  What is not as broadly recognized, even though it is at least 
latently ubiquitous—if  not patently clear—is the distinctly covenantal impulse of  
God’s heart for justice throughout the Old Testament.  Justice in the Old Testament 
has its center in God, and it seems to move outwardly from God to and through 
His relation to His covenant people.  Few have articulated this aspect of  the Old 
Testament view of  justice more clearly than Chris Wright.5  Wright understands 
the biblical terms justice and righteousness to represent hendiadys. And, for Wright, 
“Possibly the nearest English expression to the double word phrase would be 
‘social justice.’”6  The import of  pairing the two concepts is highlighted in Wright’s 
assessment of  the manner in which “social justice” operated as a relational reality 
originating in God but culminating in the practices of  his covenant people: 
“Thus it is clear that for Israel the whole idea of  justice was wrapped up with the 
qualities and characteristics of  the Lord, their God, and especially connected to the 
covenant relationship between Israel and the Lord. Justice is essentially relational 
and covenantal.”7

Wright’s emphasis on relationship begins (in sympathy with Wolterstorff  and 
Wytsma) with the nature of  God, but it pushes further to emphasize the covenantal 
relationship of  the people of  God.  Such an emphasis on the theological center 
working out through the covenantal relations seems to me indicative of  the Old 
Testament expectation of  justice and righteousness.8  For instance, Moses famously 
asserts, “For the Lord your God is God of  gods and Lord of  lords, the great, the 
mighty, and the awesome God, who is not partial and takes no bribe.  He executes 
justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the sojourner, giving him food 
and clothing.  Love the sojourner, therefore, for you were sojourners in the land 
of  Egypt.”9 In this assertion, Moses clearly claims God as the foundation for 
the expectation that Israel would act justly to the sojourners in her midst. What 
must be reiterated from this text, however, is just how radically covenantal it is.  
God did not indiscriminately deliver people from Egypt as though he had some 
peevish desire to delimit the population of  ancient Egypt. Rather, God delivered 
this particular people from Egypt so this particular people would be shaped by his 
holiness and be holy themselves, set apart by his righteousness from the nations 
surrounding them. God’s actions toward them were expected to shape their actions 
toward others, especially the needy covenant community with them (widows, 
orphans) and the sojourner who came to the covenant community in need.  Just 
as there was no indiscriminate deliverance of  Israel from Egypt, so, too, there was 
not the expectation of  an indiscriminate response to Yahweh’s actions on behalf  
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of  his people.  He was holy, thus, they were to be holy in relation to one another 
and to the world. They were first to be a holy nation, a chosen people.  All of  
Deuteronomy 10 is radically oriented around God’s relationship to his covenant 
community (recall especially v. 4 and v. 12).

Many of  those writing in the field of  social justice have recognized the nature 
of  God (just) and the consequent concern God has for justice related to the poor 
and vulnerable.  Ken Wytsma, for instance, argues for “the principle of  extension” 
in his explanation of  why God’s people ought to pursue justice. Briefly stated, 
Wytsma’s extension places God so near to the suffering that to neglect the needy 
is to neglect God; to serve a poor widow is to serve God. “This is the principle of  
extension: that God takes our actions personally when it affects His possessions 
and purposes. It’s as if  we are acting toward Him.”10  

Wytsma’s concept of  extension is very helpful for capturing the passion 
and significance of  the Old Testament emphasis on caring for the needy and the 
vulnerable.  Ultimately, Wytsma’s concept of  extension loses its force, though, 
as it dissolves into an indiscriminate plea for humanity; it is not grounded clearly 
enough in the larger context of  covenant love.  Wytsma’s extension principle tends 
to conflate the covenant community with society at large.  Wytsma either misses or 
simply fails to capitalize on the significance of  the idea of  not forsaking one’s own 
flesh and blood.  Though he employs the language of  “flesh and blood,” Wytsma 
does not develop any further on such familial significance. Yet if  “flesh and blood” 
is a proper understanding of  the passage,11 then it is quite possible that the phrase 
in Isaiah 58:7 makes this significant point: It does no good to engage in the religious 
exercise of  fasting while allowing one’s own flesh and blood to go hungry.12  For 
whatever reason, Wytsma does not choose to argue for any preferential care toward 
relatives or the covenant community.  His concern does not appear to be with the 
nearness of  the need. Rather, he asserts the claim “that God has a preferential 
option for the poor, the orphan, the widow, the alien.”13  Consequently, Wytsma 
conflates the nearness of  relatives and covenant community members with the 
broader, universal categories of  widows, orphans, and aliens. 

A second example of  Wytsma’s conflating civil justice with covenant community 
is found in his further explanation of  extension.  Even so, Wytsma’s concept of  
extension seems unwittingly close to the overall Old Testament trajectory of  
covenant love toward the righteous who suffer. Consider, for instance, that Wytsma 
illustrates his concept with the rather poignant example of  the injury/outrage he 
would feel if  someone abducted one of  his daughters:  “Suppose someone abducted 
one of  my daughters and took her to a faraway place where I could not find her, 
and then harmed her. My person—my interest, my intention, my love—extends 
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to my daughter, and therefore anyone who harms my child harms me.  Anyone 
who could help my child but chooses not to also harms me.  Conversely, anyone 
who helps my daughter helps me.  God feels the same way.”14 

This concept of  extension reflects well the Old Testament trajectory of  God’s 
concern for righteousness and His consequent anger against unrighteousness.  
What is lacking in Wytsma’s explanation of  this concept is the recognition of  
God’s Hesed (ds,h,), His covenant faithfulness to his own son, Israel (Exodus 4:22-
23; 34:6-7).  In other words, Wytsma moves from his illustration of  outrage at the 
kidnaping of  his daughter to the notion that God feels the same way toward every 
person—with no consideration of  the significance of  God’s covenant relation to 
his own son, Israel.  Wytsma certainly would be concerned for any father’s daughter 
abducted and sold into slavery, but he admittedly has a particular concern for his 
own daughter’s abduction—exactly as it should be.  Likewise, while there is a 
sense in which God has a redemptive concern for all of  creation—including the 
people who inhabit it—the larger biblical narrative indicates that he has a unique 
relationship with—and thus a unique future for—those in covenant relationship 
with him.  Is this covenant faithfulness not at the heart of  both the Old and New 
Testament presentations of  God’s purposes for His people?  

Wytsma unnecessarily conflates a covenant (Israel) paradigm with a civil 
(creation) paradigm even though his own illustration garners its effect from the 
emotional impact of  familial love.  The concept of  extension cannot work if  it 
is applied to everyone equally at all times.  Such an extension leaves no room to 
categorize the kidnaped young woman as a daughter.  If  daughter has any meaning, 
then it must relate back to a particular, familial concern.  Such a particular concern 
is covenantal, not civic.  Thus, as was noted above, the overall trajectory of  the 
Old Testament is to emphasize that God is just; thus, his people must also love 
justice; so that the world may know the righteousness of  God’s kingdom.  Here 
is the trajectory of  the Old Testament and the foundation of  a biblical notion of  
social justice. Such a trajectory is not inherently at odds with the idea of  extension, 
so long as the concept of  extension does not too quickly dissolve into a civic 
paradigm with no serious regard to the justice concerns of  God’s covenant people.

Old Testament Covenant Concern
The Old Testament, then, focuses justice in Yahweh and understands that the 

people called by his name ought also to practice justice, beginning with their own 
families and their own covenant community.  The rationale behind such a design 
seems organic and inescapable.  How could an Israelite demand in the name of  God 
that justice be carried out in Samaria or Nineveh or Egypt or Philistia if  the Israelite 
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did not first practice righteousness at home and in covenant community?  It was 
the nation of  Israel which was to be a light to the Gentiles. Indeed, Deuteronomy 
4:7-8 sums up the thought perfectly: “For what great nation is there that has a god 
so near to it as the LORD our God is to us, whenever we call upon him? What 
great nation is there that has statutes and judgments as righteous as this whole law 
which I am setting before you today?”  While the concept of  covenant community 
can be easily forgotten in conversations regarding social justice, this community 
is crucial for communicating God’s justice to the watching world.  There was to 
be a corporate witness as each individual was shaped ultimately by the just and 
righteous God who made them a nation in the first place.

Unfortunately, Israel, too, often failed to maintain God’s standard of  
righteousness.  Thus, God often sent prophets to proclaim his righteousness, calling 
the people back to repentance.  These prophets and righteous ones often became 
the persecuted, the outcast, and the needy.  Thus, often in the Old Testament the 
righteous and the poor are grouped together.  Being righteous, at times, was the 
means by which one became poor. The pairing of  these two concepts in Amos 
2:6 is possibly making this point: 

Thus says the LORD: “For three transgressions of  Israel, 
 and for four, I will not revoke the punishment, 
because they sell the righteous for silver, 
and the needy for a pair of  sandals” (ESV).

The shock value of  Amos 2:6 is, of  course, that it is aimed at the covenant children 
of  Israel.  Israel—of  all people in the world—ought to have enacted justice and 
righteousness.  Instead, they oppressed the righteous. It is surely the case that these 
needy people were not righteous because they were poor; rather, they were possibly 
poor because they were righteous.15 

New Testament Righteousness
According to Jesus, this has always been the problem with injustice; it targets 

those who seek to uphold righteousness.  Beginning with the murder of  Abel 
by Cain, the righteous have continually been under assault at the hands of  the 
unrighteous.  That this is a primary concern of  God is made clear by Christ Himself  
when he says in Matthew 23:34-36,

Therefore I send you prophets and wise men and scribes, some of  whom you will 
kill and crucify, and some you will flog in your synagogues and persecute from town 
to town, so that on you may come all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the 
blood of  righteous Abel to the blood of  Zechariah the son of  Barachiah, whom you 
murdered between the sanctuary and the altar. Truly, I say to you, all these things 
will come upon this generation.  
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The fact that Jesus frames the entire Old Testament in terms of  righteousness—and 
the consequent burden God has to care for the righteous ill-treated—informs (or 
ought to inform) any interpretation of  justice mandates16 in the New Testament.  

We saw that the trajectory of  the Old Testament notion of  justice was an arc 
which originated with God, moved to his people, and, from his people, dispensed 
light to the whole world. The Old Testament pattern is as follows.

God    à Covenant Community   à Fallen World 

What does this pattern have to do with the persecuted church and the New 
Testament’s emphasis on caring for those suffering persecution?  Quite a lot, 
actually.  Considering this arc, we naturally understand the flow of  justice from 
God to the world through the church.  The church is the pivotal crux which 
receives righteousness from God, practices it in community, and spreads it to the 
world.  Ecclesiology, then, is essential for social justice. In Spirit and Word, the 
church receives the revelation of  God’s heart for justice and puts it into practice 
in covenant community. From this covenant community, social justice radiates 
outwardly to the visitor, the needy, the oppressed, and the vulnerable. The church 
is a primary means by which God ministers justice to the world. Thus, the church 
is a critical piece in God’s purposes on earth. The church, we might say, is Christ’s 
primary earthly concern, and this is true partly because of  the church’s role of  
being a minister of  justice.

Without viewing the church as the center of  the justice dynamic, one could 
easily miss her significance in God’s economy—particularly in relation to social 
justice. Nowhere is this tendency to omit the church more clearly displayed than in 
discussions of  “The Great Assize” of  Matthew 25.  Nicholas Wolterstorff  agrees 
with the widely accepted view that Matthew 25 “can be seen as the grand charter 
of  Christian social work.”17  The reason Wolterstorff  and others view the passage 
as a charter for carrying out social justice is that the passage identifies Jesus with 
the downtrodden. As Wolterstorff  puts it, “I find it beyond reasonable doubt that 
the passage is not about charity but about justice. Jesus is saying that to fail to treat 
the naked, the hungry, the imprisoned, and so forth with justice is to wrong Jesus 
himself.”18 Given that the context is the gathering of  the nations for final judgment, 
Wolterstorff ’s insistence that the text be interpreted as justice appears accurate.

Overall, however, the passage appears to be not so much about social justice (as 
the term is typically understood) as it is about Christ’s identification with his people. 
Grant Osborne, in fact, suggests that the two primary themes of  the passage are 
“first the unity of  Jesus with his people and then the responsibility of  the world 
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to accept and minister to his followers in mission.”19 Osborne’s conclusion rests 
in part on his interpretation of  the phrase evni. tou,twn tw/n avdelfw/n mou tw/n 

evlaci,stwn, which he understands to be a reference to Christians in general: 

Thus, it refers to the way the nations treat Christ’s evlaci,stoi (“little ones” in 18:6, 
10, 14) those who in the eyes of  the world are ‘least’ in importance.  In 12:48-
50 Jesus’ followers are clearly his ‘brothers and sisters.’  Moreover, in ch. 10 all 
believers are part of  Christ’s mission. So Jesus’ message is that the world will be 
judged on the basis of  how it treats those ‘little people’ whom God is sending to it 
(so also Gray, Carson, France, Hagner, Blomberg, Morris, Keener, Turner).20     

If  one is predisposed to think in terms of  the persecuted church, then the 
conclusion is obvious:  Jesus is identifying with his righteous followers who have 
become poor, naked, thirsty, and imprisoned on account of  him.  The nations are 
held accountable for how they responded to the presence and preaching of  Christ 
through the church.  Linking the phrase here in Matthew 25 back to Matthew 10:40-
42, Stan Hauerwas concludes, “In like manner, those who give ‘a cup of  cold water 
to one of  these little ones in the name of  a disciple’ (10:42) will have their reward.  
Indeed it may well be that one of  the major tasks of  the church is to welcome 
those called to be prophets.”21  The full passage to which Hauerwas alludes reads, 

Whoever receives you receives me, and whoever receives me receives him who sent 
me. The one who receives a prophet because he is a prophet will receive a prophet’s 
reward, and the one who receives a righteous person because he is a righteous person 
will receive a righteous person’s reward. And whoever gives one of  these little ones 
even a cup of  cold water because he is a disciple, truly, I say to you, he will by no 
means lose his reward.

Again, the concept of  “these little ones” is a reference to the followers of  Christ.  
The concept of  prophet here probably hearkens back to Jesus’s identification of  
the disciples facing persecution on account of  righteousness just as the prophets 
faced persecution before them (Matthew 5:10-12).  In addition, Craig Blomberg 
points out that the term “little ones” without exception in Matthew refers to the 
disciples, “while ‘brothers’ in this Gospel (and usually in the New Testament more 
generally) when not referring to literal, biological siblings, always means spiritual 
kin (5:22-24, 47; 7:3-5; 12:48-50; 18:15 (2X), 21, 35; 23:8; 28:10). There may be 
a theological sense in which all humans are brothers and God’s children, though 
not all are redeemed, but nothing of  that appears here or, with this terminology, 
elsewhere in Matthew.”22

The notion that Jesus is closely identified with his followers is found throughout 
the gospel.  The so-called Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20) pictures Christ 
commissioning his followers to make disciples of  all nations—the very same nations 
who will someday be brought before him for justice. Then, the commission ends 
with a promise from Christ to his followers that he would be with them always, even 
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to the end of  the age. Christ promises that his presence will be with his followers 
(cf. Matthew 18:20).  When Christ judges the world, he does so with reference 
to how the world treated his followers (10:40-42; 18:5; 25:40).  When Christ first 
began to train his disciples in the way of  righteousness, he did so by telling them 
that they would be persecuted on account of  righteousness and on account of  
Christ himself  (5:10-12).  

The picture which emerges from Matthew’s gospel is very consistent with 
the trajectory of  the Old Testament: that God identifies uniquely with his people. 
God pledges himself  in faithfulness to his people. He abides in the midst of  
them.  Thus, they represent him before the world.  The world will be judged by its 
response to Christ (via his followers), while Christ’s followers are clearly warned of  
potential hostile reactions from the beginning of  their journey of  faith in Christ. 
Indeed, Jesus taught his followers that they were the culmination of  a long line of  
persecuted who suffered on account of  righteousness.  

Wolterstorff  accepts the covenant reading of  “the least of  these my brothers.”  
He says, “The story of  the Great Assize is not about charity but about justice. Jesus 
is not saying that in extending charity to his downtrodden and excluded brothers 
and sisters, we treat him with charity; he is saying that in rendering justice to them 
we render justice to him, and that in treating them unjustly we treat him unjustly.”23  
His point, obviously, is to emphasize that the issue is framed by Jesus as a justice 
issue, not a charity issue.  In making the point, he also accepts that the justice due is 
due to Jesus’s brothers and sisters.  The nations are gauged by whether they were just 
toward Christ’s family.  But Wolterstorff  then glides easily and almost imperceptibly 
away from this covenant understanding of  the passage as a whole, making generic 
civil imperatives toward social justice instead:  “Jesus calls these people ‘the least.’ 
To wrong the social least is to wrong Jesus himself.”24  The move from “brothers 
and sisters” to “social” and “least” begs the question of  what Wolterstorff  means 
by those terms and whether those terms are compatible with or equivalent to the 
covenantal concept of  “brothers and sisters.”

Two factors mitigate against the notion of  Wolterstorff  speaking of  social and 
least in covenantal terms. First, in the section following his discussion of  Matthew 
25:31-42, Wolterstorff  makes plain that the concept of  justice he employs depends 
upon the image of  God in humanity, rather than upon covenant relationship and 
the nature of  God, for its ethical base.  Working from his interpretation of  Psalm 
8, Wolterstorff  concludes there is “no doubt that we are creatures of  worth, all of  
us,” which, of  course, is true, even if  it isn’t the point of  the ethical mandate of  
Matthew 25.  Second, Wolterstorff  immediately turns his attention to the Christian 
charter for social work, describing how his interpretation of  Matthew 25 leads to a 
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full-orbed employment of  good works toward society at large, particularly directed 
at the “least” in society (i.e., those most in need).  In fact, Wolterstorff  expects a 
baseline level of  justice against all civil injustices (including poverty) on the basis 
of  sustenance rights.

One of  the motives acknowledged by Ondrej Hron for writing The Mirage 
Shall Become a Pool was to evaluate Wolterstorff ’s concept of  sustenance rights 
in the framework of  biblical justice.  Focusing on Wolterstorff ’s insistence 
upon making poverty issues necessarily justice issues, Hron points out that 
“Wolterstorff ’s formulation appears to imply that anyone who wishes to remain 
free of  gross injustice must give all of  their non-sustenance resources away at 
the first familiarization with a famine or need crisis—so long as any sustenance 
needs remain outstanding.”25  Though logically consistent with Wolterstorff ’s 
argument for justice with regard to poverty, such an ethical proposition is in the end 
untenable for it would not adequately allow for biblical stewardship, investing, and 
saving. Moreover, it becomes a maximizing ethic which could never be satisfied, as 
Jesus taught, “The poor you will have with you always” (Matthew 26:11).  Hron’s 
improvement upon Wolterstorff ’s concept of  justice makes room once again for 
a place for mercy and supererogatory action.

In the end, Wolterstorff  is still very helpful, demonstrating the significance 
of  Christians avoiding policies and actions which deprive others of  their basic 
sustenance. Even if  his entire ethic is finally too restrictive to be maintained 
practically or substantiated biblically, “His assertion that the objective victimization 
of  the poor is a matter of  justice is most certainly supported by the [New Testament] 
data.”26  Wolterstorff ’s maximizing ethic seems actually to be a manifestation of  his 
maximized view of  justice, hoping to categorize nearly all forms of  poverty under 
the umbrella of  social justice obligations for Christians to alleviate.

Returning to the issue at hand from our consideration of  Matthew 25:31-42, 
this maximizing of  “the least of  these” conflates the covenant community with the 
civil society at large and such an amalgamation of  needy persons forces Christianity 
to be potentially incredible from an ethical perspective and overstated from a 
biblical and theological perspective. Placing the presence of  Christ with the poor 
(in the merely civil sense) is to overlook the significant place of  ecclesiology and 
covenant in biblical perspective. Scripture does not show that Yahweh (in the Old 
Testament) or Christ (in the New Testament) pledges the blessing of  his presence 
to the poor, the needy, and the widows as such. Rather, Scripture demonstrates 
that God promises his particular presence with his covenant children in their hour 
of  greatest trials.

In the case of  widows, for instance, there is no “free presence” of  God 
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pledged to widows simply because they are widows. There are at least two ways 
this point is made plain in the Scriptures. First, in the New Testament, Paul makes 
a distinction between those who are widows and those who are widows “indeed” 
(1 Tim 5:3-13).  Hron summarizes the widow passage: “Thus an eligible widow was 
‘family-less,’ not self-indulgent, sixty or older, maritally faithful, and committed to 
serving other believers.”27  In the New Testament, then, even in the case of  widows 
within the covenant community, there is no necessary justice (or mercy) obligation 
placed on the church on the mere basis of  a widow being a widow.  Widows in the 
covenant community first ought to be cared for and sustained by their own families 
so that the church is not excessively burdened.  A family who will not provide such 
sustenance “has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim 5:8).  

This concern, which is analogous to that expressed in 2 Cor 11:9; 12:13-14, 16; 1 
Thess 2:9; and 2 Thess 3:8, informs the strict guidelines for providing church-based 
sustenance assistance to widows. Such exclusionary guidelines—where a person’s 
age, character, and commitment to good works are determinative—are dissonant 
with Wolterstorff ’s conception of  sustenance rights.28

 Second, the Old Testament also does not teach that the needy—signified 
by widows and orphans—are offered a privileged place before God on the basis 
of  their need.  Rather, it teaches that within the covenant community God holds 
a particular concern for those most vulnerable and in need. The idea is like that 
expressed by a mother I know whose husband was murdered, leaving her with 8 
children. She never dreamed of  giving any of  her children away, determined instead, 
even though trapped by grinding poverty, to provide for them all the best she 
could. Once, a man asked her if  she played favorites, loving and caring for one of  
her children above the others. She wisely retorted, “I love the one best who needs 
me the most, whichever one is sick or in need.” That seems right, and it seems 
to reflect the reality of  God’s concentric, relational concern for his people. There 
is no default approbation before God on the basis of  being a widow or orphan.  
Consider the judgment foretold against the people of  God in Isaiah 9:8-21; it 
includes judgment against the fatherless and the widows:

Therefore the Lord does not rejoice over their young men, 
and has no compassion on their fatherless and widows; 
for everyone is godless and an evildoer, 
and every mouth speaks folly. 
For all this his anger has not turned away, 
and his hand is stretched out still (v. 17, ESV).

Such a statement is an indication that widows and orphans in unrighteousness 
cannot claim special favor with God on the basis of  their being widows or orphans. 
Rather, such a judgment makes sense in biblical perspective only if  there is a prior 
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covenant relationship with the people at large (in this case Jacob); then say that the 
corruption of  that people is so complete that it has reached even to the neediest, 
weakest, and generally most humble among the covenant people: the widows and 
the orphans. There is no default approval offered to the fatherless or the widow.

There is however a default approbation for those in covenant fellowship with 
God. These are the righteous ones to whom belongs the kingdom.  Within this 
covenant fellowship, there are some who are in great need. They are the hungry, 
the naked, the imprisoned, the strangers. We learn from the New Testament that 
they are Christ’s family rejected by the world, yet loved by him. The world in fact is 
not worthy of  them, while Christ himself  is not ashamed to call them his brothers 
and sisters. Christ’s family are the ones who do the will of  his father (Matthew 
12:49-50).  And when his followers do his will and suffer as a direct result of  their 
obedience, God is present with them. 

Once we are reminded of  the covenant nature of  God’s promises to his people, 
then we are poised to understand better the significance of  the persecuted church 
in the dynamic of  God’s justice.  Think of  it this way: There is an indiscriminate 
kind of  suffering (like tragedy) that potentially affects all people; then there is 
the suffering of  human frailty which also potentially affects all people.  God is 
concerned for the well-being of  all in both these instances.  Like God, all of  us 
are concerned, too, when a tsunami drowns Christians, Muslims, Buddhists, and 
animists.  We are intensely more concerned when the lost soul is our own kinsman.  
Even if  we could be indifferent toward the tragic plight of  an unbeliever in a 
foreign land, we could not maintain such indifference toward our own flesh and 
blood.  And so it is with God and his children—whom he purchased with his own 
blood.  This sounds very close to Wytsma’s doctrine of  extension—only governed 
by covenantal, familial parameters.

Now, carry the thought a step further. What if  the one who is suffering is 
suffering under the weight of  an injustice committed against him? Would God 
have a justice-based stake in the suffering of  the innocent party? Yes, of  course!  
What if  the innocent party were one of  his own children? Would that not heighten 
God’s concern and perhaps even provoke his wrath?  Now, what if  the injustice 
committed against the child of  God by the unbeliever is committed against God’s 
child on the basis of her being God’s child? Would that not be a matter of  intense 
concern for God, who has promised his followers that not a hair of  their heads 
will perish (Luke 21:18)?  The New Testament pattern is that God promises to be 
with his people, never leaving them nor forsaking them, particularly in their hour 
of  greatest need.  The presence mentioned in Matthew 25 is, first, the covenant 
presence of  Immanuel, God with his people (Matthew 1:23). It is further the 
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presence of  Christ with his people in their greatest trials.  Jesus told his followers 
from the beginning that they would be persecuted on account of  him (Matthew 
5:10-12).  He told them that the righteous were always persecuted by the unrighteous 
(Matthew 5:10-12; 23:35).  But he assured his followers that he would never leave 
them, that he would be with them to the ends of  the earth, even to the end of  
age (28:20)—at which time he would bring to full justice the goat-nations who 
persecuted and rejected them, while rewarding the sheep-nations who provided 
for them a cup of  cold water in his name.

For me, reading the text of  Matthew 25 through the lens of  the persecuted 
church has made that section of  Scripture fall in a parallel line with several other 
significant texts which demonstrate that Christ is particularly present with those 
who suffer ill-treatment, persecution, and oppression for no other reason except 
that they are identified as belonging to him.  As noted above, Christ promised to 
remain present with his people as they carried out the Great Commission in what 
would prove to be hostile contexts (Matthew 28:20).  The writer of  Hebrews also 
reiterates to a community of  persecuted Christians (13:3) that Christ promised to 
be with them, never leaving them nor forsaking them (13:4).  In heaven, saints 
persecuted unto death are crying out before the throne of  Christ, “How Long!” 
In response, “They were each given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, 
until the number of  their fellow servants and their brothers should be complete, 
who were to be killed as they themselves had been”—as though history itself  
were related to the persecution of  the saints (Revelation 6:11, ESV).  Likewise, 
the Apostle Paul speaks in similar terms, as though his suffering persecution was 
somehow related both to Christ and to Christ’s church: “Now I rejoice in my 
sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I do my share on behalf  of  His body, 
which is the church, in filling up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions” (Colossians 
1:24).  Indeed, the New Testament pictures of  Christ and the church all argue for 
a close, organic relationship whether it is a familial relationship (Father, children, 
brothers) or a corporal relationship (body) or a marital relationship (bride).  Christ 
is pictured in the New Testament as present with his covenant bride—especially 
when she is under attack.

No one makes this point more plainly than Luke, who chronicles in detail 
the first Christian martyrdom after Christ.  Stephen is persecuted to death in Acts 
7.  When Stephen came to the place in his sermon which drew the lines between 
righteousness and unrighteousness (7:51-52), the mob became incensed beyond 
repair and proved his very point by persecuting him to death. In this his hour of  
greatest need, heaven opened, and Stephen saw plainly Jesus Christ standing at 
the right hand of  God.  
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In a slightly different way, Luke makes the same point in Acts 9.  Saul (later 
the Apostle Paul)—after witnessing—if  not authorizing—the stoning of  Stephen, 
took off  toward Damascus, breathing threats and murders.  On his way, he was 
suddenly struck down in what would become one of  the most dramatic conversions 
of  all time. In the conversion episode, Christ famously asks, “Saul, Saul, why are 
your persecuting me” (9:4).  Ignorant of  his interlocutor, Paul asks, “Who are you,” 
to which Jesus replies unambiguously, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting” 
(9:5).  This episode goes beyond familial, corporal, and even marital relations to 
make the unmistakable point that Jesus is present with those who are persecuted 
because of  him.

With all due respect for Wolterstorff, Wytsma, Blomberg, Hron, and the many 
other Christian scholars who genuinely care for the well-being of  people, I must 
conclude that the clearest New Testament promise of  Christ’s presence—and 
thus the clearest mandated action for justice on behalf  of  those suffering—is 
with the persecuted body of  our Lord. Without perhaps diminishing the love we 
show toward unbelievers and needy people in society at large, we have a justice 
obligation to care for those who are hungry, thirsty, naked, and outcast because 
they belong to Jesus Christ.  The best way to summarize our obligation is simply to 
quote the Apostle Paul from Galatians 6:10, “So then, while we have opportunity, 
let us do good to all people, and especially to those who are of  the household of  
the faith” (ESV).

Dr. Greg Cochran is Director of  the Bachelor of  Applied Theology program at 
California Baptist University. He earned his Ph.D. in Christian Ethics from The 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. 
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How Should We Then Engage? Some 
Crucial Lessons from Paul at Athens

Spencer Haygood

Introduction

What has Jerusalem to do with Athens?”1 In his provocative question, Tertullian 
pitted, by metonymy, “Athens” against “Jerusalem”—i.e., philosophy against 

the faith—in light of  his burning conviction that “heresies are themselves instigated 
by philosophy.”2 His point was to ground the church in the Word of  God.3 And 
his question has not yet gone away. Neither should it. But, frequently, it has been 
unhappily reformulated. Tertullian’s legitimate concern for the primacy of  revelation 
over reason has too often been twisted into a dichotomizing rationale for anti-
intellectualism and a pious brand of  fideistic isolation. One of  the sad results 
of  that distortion has been, in principle and method, a separation of  heart from 
mind, witnessing from understanding, experience from doctrine, and evangelistic 
plea from apologetic argument. The Bible, however, integrates all these things, and 
instructs us on faithfully reaching Our Time with the gospel.

To rephrase Tertullian’s question, then: What has Athens to do with America? 
Really? From Anderson, SC, e.g., to Athens, Greece is more than 5,500 miles. What 
can that place have to do with this one in any tangible, touchable way? Factor in 
differences like language and culture, and the question gets all the more pointed, 
doesn’t it? Top it off  further with the sort of  time gap I have in mind—between 
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first-century Athens and twenty-first-century America—and, well, the matter might 
seem clear: Nothing!4

Nothing, however, could be further from the truth. The kinds of  dissimilarities 
we often think make us unique in Our Time,5 the categories we routinely use to 
set ourselves apart from the rest of  the world and from history, actually are quite 
marginal in the greater scheme of  things. To be sure, individual uniqueness is one 
of  the  “untouchables”6 of  Our Time, and to subordinate it to larger commonalities 
is something akin to postmodern blasphemy. But, nonetheless, the church of  the 
Lord Jesus Christ has been given a very different view of  the world and things. The 
defining issue for God’s people is not what is popular, not what is comfortable and 
convenient, nor how the majority supposes the world to be (or wishes it was). What 
matters is how things really are from God’s point of  view. Such is the primacy of  
revelation for which Tertullian was contending. We are not to take our cues, form 
our priorities, establish our values, set our agendas, or draw our measures from the 
world around us. We confess the truth that the Word of  God is our final authority 
for faith and practice, for what we believe and how we live, and that truth has the 
most practical implications for everything. The Word of  God presents us with 
a very different view than our culture does of  who we are, what our place and 
purpose is in the world, and how we are to then live.

Of  course, no one should mistake the point. We would not, for a second, 
deny nor question each person’s individuality. We are all quite clearly different in 
many ways. And plainly there is a certain distinctiveness about each of  us that the 
Bible recognizes and affirms (e.g., in regard to time, place, gifts, calling, function, 
etc.). But there still is a larger theological and objective connectedness that places 
us now in the very same boat with the inhabitants of  first-century Athens back then. 
We are, like they were, all made in the image of  God. We are, like they were, all 
fallen from an original state and deeply affected, through and through, in all our 
parts, by sin and its consequences. We are, like they were, religiously superstitious 
by nature—pagan in spite of  all our proud posturing. We are, like they were, ever 
ready to hear something new. We have, like they did, some view of  life and the 
world that affects how we live in the world. We have heard, like many of  them 
had, the good news of  God’s grace in Christ Jesus. We are faced now, like they 
were then, with a God-given call and a destiny-shaping decision. And as believers, 
we are, like Paul was, commissioned to engage our world with the Word of  God. 
But how? Well, Paul at Athens7 exemplifies the biblical integration of  heart and 
mind, appeal and argument, contextualization and confrontation, and provides us 
with a model for reaching our own pagan pluralistic culture with the good news 
of  God’s grace in Christ Jesus. 



The Anderson Journal of  Christian Studies 43

The Significance of  Paul’s Areopagus Address
The account of  Paul in Athens, recorded by Luke8 in Acts 17:16-34, has 

been the focus of  some of  the more intense exegetical, theological, philosophical, 
and historical attention in the history of  the Christian church.9 However, all of  
this considerable effort has produced little consensus about Paul’s message and 
method in his Areopagus address. And not a few question whether the Paul we 
know from his epistles could even have delivered such a speech as this. Many do 
argue that what is said and done here, and how it is said and done, is crucial—indeed, 
normative—for Christian engagement with the world in every age. Bahnsen calls 
it “paradigmatic for apologists, theologians, and preachers alike today” because 
of  the “pattern” it has left us to follow in both message and method.10 It is not 
only “a centerpiece for the entire book of  Acts,” Polhill notes, but serves as “the 
prime example in Acts of  Paul’s preaching to the Gentiles.”11 Mayers refers to it 
as “the purest Gentile apologetic model as well as the most analogous situation to 
contemporary paganism.”12 And even though he denies the historicity of  the event, 
Conzelmann still recognizes the account as “a paradigmatic encounter.”13 However, 
not all agree with such auspicious assessments, and the principal objection offered 
is that Paul himself  later repudiated his approach at Athens.

So, Did Paul Fail at Athens?
The standard argument follows this course. Paul took a philosophical tack 

with the Athenians, in a somewhat naïve attempt to “suit” his message to the 
intellectual zeitgeist of  that storied city. The results, however, were so disappointing 
and disillusioning—a mere handful of  converts—that Paul left Athens and by the 
time he arrived in Corinth, he no longer depended on “superiority of  speech or 
wisdom.” Instead, he “determined to know nothing … except Jesus Christ, and him 
crucified.” From that point on, the argument goes, his desire was that his message 
and his method be “not in persuasive words of  wisdom, but in demonstration of  
the Spirit and of  power” (1 Corinthians 2:1-4). And that scenario explains, they 
hold, why Luke tells us that when Silas and Timothy arrived from Macedonia, 
Paul was “occupied with (‘wholly absorbed with,’ net) the word” (sunei,ceto tw/| 

lo,gw|, Acts 18:5).14

Such an interpretive hypothesis is intriguing and seems on its face rather 
plausible. But closer examination uncovers a shaky eisegetical rather than a sound 
exegetical footing. First, it is not at all a settled fact that Paul took a philosophical 
rather than a biblical approach before the Areopagus. I will argue, in the following 
exegesis, that the thrust of  Paul’s whole case derives from a Theologie der ganzen 
Bibel.15 At this point, it is instructive enough to note that the Nestle-Aland 27th 
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edition of  the Greek text, e.g., identifies at least twenty Old Testament allusions 
in Paul’s address.16 And I. Howard Marshall finds nearly forty intimations of  Old 
Testament themes/truths scattered through the speech.17 Secondly, it is implausible 
that, at this advanced stage of  his missionary career (in his second great missionary 
journey), Paul would still be strategically unsettled and simplistically experimenting 
with his apologetic/evangelistic approach. In fact, thirdly, the whole idea that Paul 
took a philosophical, and faulty, course in his Athenian effort appears largely to 
arise from a simple logical error, sometimes called false cause.18 It works like this. 
Since Paul went to Corinth from Athens, and because at Corinth he determined to 
know nothing among them except Jesus Christ and him crucified (1 Corinthians 
2:2), therefore it was his unusual method and the meager results it secured at 
Athens that caused him to rethink his message and method at Corinth. In other 
words, since he made a strategic change after Athens, therefore he did it because of  
Athens. Carson classifies the error as cum hoc, propter hoc, mistaking a geographical 
and temporal correlation for cause. In any case, there is “not a shred of  evidence 
for causation.”19

Besides, nowhere can it be shown that Paul was motivated in any way by 
numerical results or popular favor. To the contrary, to the Corinthians themselves 
he wrote, after describing himself  as a servant of  Christ and a steward of  the 
mysteries of  God, that it was “a very small thing” to him whether he was “examined, 
judged” by them or by any human court (1 Corinthians 4:1-3). Why a “small thing” 
(evla,cistoj, v. 3)? Why did it “count very little” with Paul? Because it was the Lord 
who would judge him, and would do so with a view not toward culturally-defined 
“success” but toward biblically-defined “faithfulness” (1 Corinthians 4:4). And 
such estimation is no new thing with Paul, either, but characterizes the whole of  
his missionary career.

Perhaps a word about Luke’s remark in Acts 18:5 is also in order. When Luke 
wrote that “Paul was occupied with the word” (sunei,ceto tw|/ lo,gw| o` Pau/loj), 
it is not at all a given that he meant to point out some “greater concentration of  
purpose and simplicity of  method” in Paul’s preaching at Corinth.20 This is not a 
contrast between one method at Athens (a failed attempt at contextualization) and 
another one at Corinth (relying solely on the power of  the Word). In context, the 
plainest explanation is that, because Paul was living with Aquila and Priscilla and 
was working with them as a tent-maker during the week (Acts 18:1-3), his formal 
missionary efforts were then largely limited to Sabbaths (Acts 18:4). But when 
Silas and Timothy arrived, he then gave himself  to the work of  the gospel full 
time (Acts 18:5).21 However, even if  sune,cw should be taken inceptively to indicate 
an increase in Paul’s intensity (“greater concentration” rather than occupational 
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transition),22 that still is no support for the idea that Paul changed methods in 
Corinth and repudiated his efforts in Athens.

In a word, Paul did not fail at Athens. He was faithful at Athens. Some sneered, 
some procrastinated, and Paul left the Areopagus (Acts 17:32-33).23 But the narrative 
does not end with that. “Some men joined him and believed” (Acts 17:34), turning, 
as others did, “to God from idols, to serve the living and true God, and to wait 
for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, that is Jesus, who rescues 
us from the wrath to come” (1 Thessalonians 1:9-10). So, “Paul’s work there was 
not futile. By God’s grace it did see success, and his apologetic method can be a 
guide and goad for us today. Would that we had the boldness in a proud university 
setting, enjoying the highest level of  culture of  the day, to proclaim clearly to the 
learned philosophers, with their great minds, that they are in fact ignorant idolaters 
who must repent in light of  the coming judgment by God’s resurrected Son.”24

So, What is the Exemplar Here?
What particular paradigm for engaging a pagan pluralistic culture does Acts 

17:16-34 describe? Is it an encounter characterized by synthesis or by antithesis? 
Does Paul concede religious progress to Greek philosophy, or does he confront its 
superstitious regress? Is he operating on the assumption of  epistemic commonality or 
epistemic divergence between himself  and his audience? Does Paul assume that the 
minds of  his hearers are neutral and their reasoning processes are autonomous and 
fair, or does he presuppose their epistemic lostness? Does he attempt to construct 
a natural theology on their philosophical bases or does he seek to tear down the 
natural atheology that has been formed and built by their idolatrous hearts? Such 
questions ultimately drive us back to larger issues of  worldview. Whether one 
considers Paul’s exordium in Acts 17:22b as a brief  captatio benevolentiae or as indignatio 
(or something between), or whether one thinks his rhetorical strategy was more 
propositio or insinuatio, or why one thinks he cites the Greek seer Epiminides of  
Crete or the Stoic poet Aratus of  Cilicia, or what one argues about the nature of  his 
entire methodological process all turns on more foundational matters. Depending 
on out of  what background and within what conceptual framework one views Paul 
as operating, one arrives at vastly different conclusions about both his endeavor 
and its results in Athens.25 To that question, then, we must turn.

The Encounter and Speech at Athens26

If  our ideas about the speech’s larger conceptual framework necessarily affect 
our exegetical conclusions about the speech’s argument, how are we to go about 
settling the structural question? How can we decide if  Paul is speaking out of  an 
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Old Testament biblical or a Greek philosophical worldview? Perhaps at the most 
fundamental level, we may do so either (1) intra-textually or (2) extra-textually.27 In 
other words, our ideas about Paul’s core thought, his epistemic foundations, can 
be established either by his theology as it is revealed in his own writings and, more 
fully, in the whole canonical revelation (i.e., from within the text of  Scripture), or by 
the cultural considerations of  the Sitz im Leben of  first-century Greek life, especially 
in Athens (i.e., from outside the text of  Scripture). Which of  these takes precedence, 
which prevails, in deciding Paul’s starting point and framework? Which is normative 
and formative for Paul’s engagement with unbelieving culture? In other words, 
what is his final standard or ultimate reference point? Is it the revelation of  God’s 
Word or the situation in which Paul finds himself ?28 

Paul’s Conceptual Framework
Some are decidedly of  the opinion that the Greek cultural situation determined 

Paul’s approach. Due to the “university” status and academic reputation of  the 
city, Greek philosophical thought, the argument goes, lies at the heart of  Paul’s 
message before the Athenian Council.29

In 1913, for example, Eduard Norden published a learned and provocative 
challenge to the very authenticity of  the Areopagus speech entitled Agnostos Theos.30 
His conclusion, according to Gärtner, was that the address “was from a strange 
hand, modeled on an Apollonius biography written in good Attic, and had been 
inserted in the Acts during the second century a.d. The speech is a missionary 
sermon of  the traditional type, but verges on Stoic motifs.”31 Dibelius, plainly 
dependent on much of  Norden’s work, called the Areopagus discourse “a hellenic 
speech about the true knowledge of  God,” and further described it as “the synthesis 
of  rational Hellenism and the Christian missionary message.”32 In support of  his 
case, he assembled “extensive reference to what he regards to be parallels in the 
Greek literature and thought, mainly Stoic.”33 For Dibelius, and others since,34 the 
difficulty lies in an unbridgeable chasm between the content of  the Areopagus 
speech and the teaching of  such passages as Romans 1:18-31.

The contradiction between the Romans letter and the Areopagus speech is clear. 
Both admittedly refer to the knowledge of  God from creation or the order of  the 
world; but according to the speech, this knowledge leads man to the “feeling after” 
and worshiping of  the God he anticipates, whereas according to the latter it actually 
leads them to the knowledge of  God, but at the same time to the misunderstanding 
of  his power, to the denial of  the true worship of  God and to the entanglement in 
the false worship of  idols. Rom. 1:23, 25 speaks of  the error of  idol worship in 
an indignant tone, Acts 17:29 corrects it in an admonishing and reprimanding 
tone.35

Dibelius could only conclude that the speech in Athens is a fictional literary 
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production by the author of  Acts, who couched it in a philosophical framework.
Similarly, Barr argues that Paul “says nothing about the Old Testament or the 

people of  Israel, nothing about the patriarchs or the prophets, nothing about the 
law given through Moses.” In fact, he says, the only “scriptural evidence,” i.e., the 
only “confirmation from an ancient written source,” to which Paul appeals “comes 
not from a Hebrew prophet but from a Greek poet….” So, there is nothing like a 
familiar biblical theology here, he claims, but rather a “highly peculiar” approach—
“the complete absence of  support adduced from the history, the law, and the 
experience of  Israel; the strong universalism, with God seen as determining alike 
the bounds and time for all human peoples; the clear prospect that any of  these 
might feel after him and find him; the conjunction of  the high transcendence of  
the deity and his close presence and immanence; especially the idea that we live and 
move and have our being within him, the nearest approach, no doubt, to pantheism 
in the Bible, coupled with the idea that we, i.e. all humans, are his offspring ….”36

But is Barr’s evaluation correct and is this track the best option? Must Paul 
necessarily be “doing” natural theology within a Greek philosophical framework?37 
Just because Paul is in “Athens” and is speaking to “philosophers” and pagan 
curiosity-seekers, must we presuppose necessarily that any gospel presentation 
or attempt at contextualization on his part has to operate in accord with the 
epistemic assumptions and teleological agendas of  his unbelieving audience? In 
other words, does the situation Paul faces extra-textually determine his essential 
message and method? Not at all, and a number of  responses have been offered 
emphasizing that Old Testament Scripture (the biblical revelation) and Hebrew 
thought constitute the framework within which Paul addresses the Areopagus.38 
In the following exegesis I will argue that everything Paul is doing in his speech 
at Athens is shaped intra-textually from Scripture, is governed by biblical theology, 
and is, in fact (even in Luke’s summary form), a nicely-framed biblical worldview 
confronting and correcting “arguments and every lofty opinion raised against the 
knowledge of  God” (2 Corinthians 10:5).

The Narrative Introduction (Acts 17:16-21)
Luke expends an unusual amount of  effort describing the preliminary scene 

in Athens, thus setting the stage for Paul’s Areopagus address. Six matters in these 
verses bear on the interpretation of  the speech and require a closer look: (1) v. 16, 
the description of  Athens as “full of  idols,” (2) v. 16, the effect that the pervasive 
Athenian idolatry had on Paul, “provoking” his spirit, (3) vv. 17-18, the resulting 
action Paul takes, “reasoning” in the synagogue and in the marketplace, “preaching 
Jesus and the resurrection,” (4) v. 18, the initial encounter with Epicurean and Stoic 
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philosophers, (5) vv. 19-20, Paul’s being taken before the Areopagus itself, and (6) 
v. 21, Luke’s parenthetical description of  the city’s occupants (both citizens and 
foreigners) as spending their time “in nothing except telling or hearing something 
new.”

1. Full of  idols (v. 16). Paul had come to Athens. Though, by this time, it was 
past its classical heyday, the city still was the glory of  Greece and considered one 
of  three major intellectual centers (or university cities) of  the ancient Near Eastern 
world.39 In Athens one could still see the architectural and sculptural wonders 
of  Hellenistic art, making the city “unrivaled” from an “aesthetic standpoint.”40 
In Athens one could still sense the conceptual influences of  such philosophers 
as Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and more lately Epicurus and Zeno. In Athens, one 
could choose from a plethora of  religious options and participate in any number 
of  great festivals. Though not especially large in population by this time (perhaps 
“five thousand to ten thousand voting citizens”41), Athens was nonetheless still 
an influential cultural center.

But Paul’s assessment of  the city gives us the first hint that he is thinking 
with an altogether different worldview than the Athenians, or than historians 
who through the centuries had sung the glories of  Greece. Paul gathers up all 
the boasted splendor of  Athens into a single perception, which Luke describes 
in one word, katei,dwloj, “full of  idols” (v. 16). The word is unique, occurring 
nowhere else in Greek literature (though formed in a usual way),42 and signifies, 
quite dramatically, that Paul “found himself  confronted with a veritable forest 
of  idols,”43 a “superabundance of  temples, statues, and altars dedicated to gods, 
godlets, and half-gods—male, female, and hermaphrodite.”44 Luke’s point is not 
that Paul had never been confronted with idolatry, nor that he had previously been 
somewhat complacent toward religious pluralism, but that in the highest and best 
that the pagan world had to offer, the Christian mind saw the defamation of  God’s 
glory and the degradation of  God’s image in people and was compelled to engage 
in proclaiming to them the good news.45

2. Paul’s spirit was provoked (v. 16). His reaction was severe. Luke describes 
the effect of  the pagan culture in general, and its idolatrous religious life in particular, 
on the apostle quite intensely. The word he uses, paroxu,nw, means “irritated, 
enraged, infuriated.” The idea involves being deeply upset and emotionally moved. 
Paul could see through the surface aesthetics of  Greek culture to the bondage 
of  sin underneath, and what he saw “greatly distressed” him.46 Almost certainly 
this “paroxysm” had roots in Paul’s “Jewish monotheistic background and his 
conviction that what pagans ‘sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God’ (1 Cor. 
10:20).”47 But the God-centered focus of  the Areopagus speech itself, grounded 
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in such theological convictions as Paul later set forth in Romans 1:18-32, makes it 
clear that Paul’s zeal for God—for God’s honor (Romans 1:21), his glory (1:23), 
his truth (1:25), his proper acknowledgement by his creatures (1:28)—is principally 
what produced this “strong and sharp emotional disturbance within him, one of  
exasperated indignation.”48 “The zeal of  the Lord was eating up His servant Paul, 
and he was constrained to break his silence in the presence of  the presumption 
of  pagan worship.”49 Conzelmann is correct in concluding that this effect on Paul 
“sets the mood for Paul’s speech to the Athenians in vss 22-31.”50

3. Reasoning and preaching (vv. 17-18). Though likely “taking a brief  
holiday in Athens,”51 Paul was moved to action by the provocation of  the city’s 
idolatry. But he did not attempt anything new. As was his usual practice, he began 
to “reason” (diale,gomai) with people52—addressing, discussing, contending with 
the Jews and God-fearers in the synagogue, and with whomever he happened to 
meet in the marketplace—telling them the good news of  Jesus and the resurrection. 
It is noteworthy that Paul is doing just what he has done all along in his missional 
endeavors. There is nothing novel here about either the form or content of  his 
apologetic/evangelistic engagement, nor does anything change when Paul moves 
from the avgora, to the :Areioj pa,goj. The characterization of  Paul in v. 18 as a 
“proclaimer” or “preacher” (kataggeleu,j) is woven right into the speech itself  
in v. 23 when Paul answers the Council’s inquiry by declaring that he is, indeed, 
there to “proclaim” (katagge,llw) to them the very thing of  which they admit 
ignorance. The context, then, is not that of  a casual and detached address on 
merely philosophical matters. It is a reasoned explication of  the message concerning 
Jesus and the resurrection. It is highly instructive that diale,gomai and euvaggeli,zw 
appear here in such close proximity and in reference to the same activity. Paul’s 
undertaking in Athens is apologetic evangelism.

4. Encounter with the Philosophers (v. 18). While Paul was engaged in his 
missional endeavor out in the Athenian “marketplace of  ideas,” some Epicurean 
and Stoic philosophers were debating with him.53 Their response to Paul is 
instructive. For some of  them, he was a mere “babbler” (spermolo,goj), a “seed 
picker.”54 They derided him as a pseudo-intellectual, filled with undigested scraps 
of  ideas, a charlatan and show-off  pretending to a knowledge he did not have, and 
perhaps motivated by the hope of  easy gain. Such a condescending estimate fits 
their question perfectly: Ti, a'n qe,loi o` spermolo,goj ou-toj le,gein, “What would 
this babbler say (i.e., if  he could say anything that made any sense)?”55

But others were more analytical than pejorative, judging him to be a “herald 
of  foreign deities.”56 But, in either case, what is instructive for the purpose of  
this article is that “[w]hen he disputed with the philosophers they did not find any 
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grounds for agreement with Paul at any level of  their conversations.”57 While some 
thought him foolish, others thought his teaching strange. In the end, however, it was 
not his detractors and name-callers but his serious evaluators who were the means 
of  bringing Paul before the Athenian Council. A “seed picker” might safely have 
been ignored. But a “herald of  foreign deities,” an introducer of  gods to Athens, 
might have been dangerous and disruptive.58

5. Appearance before the Areopagus (17:19-20). Thus was Paul brought 
to the Areopagus. It is generally thought that it was before the Council in the 
marketplace, and not to the “hill of  Ares” itself, that Paul was taken. The precise 
setting is not germane to the discussion of  this article; though likely the scene 
was before the court as it met in the Stoa Basileios in the immediate vicinity of  the 
avgora,.59 What is more significant, though, is the nature of  this meeting. Was Paul 
on trial before the Areopagus? That scenario has often been thought the case, since 
the word evpilamba,nomai can mean “to take hold of, arrest.” But context is crucial in 
determining it’s precise sense, since its semantic range runs from negative overtones 
of  forceful seizure to rather neutral statements of  fact to positive suggestions of  
help. In this case, the nature of  the Council’s opening remarks, the whole character 
of  Paul’s response, and the manner in which the meeting ends all seem to preclude 
a formal trial. Winter’s reevaluation and arguments for an alternate reading of  
17:18-20 are weighty and serve to throw considerable light on the situation.

[I]t would be misleading to cast Paul in the role of  a defendant in a trial in Acts 
17, as was the case in Acts 24-26 where he appears before Roman judges. Rather, 
because some saw him as the herald of  new gods, the Areopagus informed him of  
its legitimate role in this matter in Athens. It was appropriate that he should give 
account of  his teaching before them since, as they claimed, “We possess the right to 
judge what this new teaching is being spoken of  by you. You are bringing ‘strange 
[foreign] things’ to our ears: we therefore wish to judge what it is being claimed [or 
‘decreed’] ‘these things’ are” (17:19-20).60

Perhaps this meeting was something like a “preliminary hearing,” to judge the 
evidence at hand in light of  possible pending charges to determine whether formal 
prosecution should follow. At any rate, it served the more informal pursuit of  
Athenian curiosity well enough. It is noteworthy how Luke specifies the focus of  
Paul’s impending address. It was to deal with the “teaching” which he had been 
“speaking out” every day in the marketplace—what it was and what it meant (i.e., 
its doctrinal content and its practical significance). Thus, when Paul spoke before 
the Areopagus, his topic had not changed in the least from his daily reasoning and 
preaching in the avgora, and neither had, one can presume, its epistemic foundation.

6. Telling or hearing something new (17:21). For the fifth time in this brief  
passage (17:18-21), Luke emphasizes the clear contrast between Paul’s message and 
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Athenian perceptions. What Paul proclaimed sounded like foolish babble to some 
(v. 18). Others judged him as a herald of  “foreign deities” (v. 18). The Council’s 
preliminary classification of  his message was as a “new teaching” about “strange 
things” concerning the meaning of  which they had to inquire (vv. 19-20). And now 
Luke himself  finally notes parenthetically that Paul’s audience was largely motivated 
by the desire to hear something “new”—unheard of, unusual, different, “the latest 
thing/novelty.”61 Paul’s motivation, on the other hand, was to speak the truth.

Summary of  vv. 16-21. Luke sets the mood in this narrative introduction for 
the speech to follow before the Council. Idolatry pervaded the city and exasperated 
Paul. He could not hold his silence in the face of  such defamation of  God and 
desecration of  his good creation. So he “reasoned” with the people of  the city, 
“preaching Jesus and the resurrection.” While doing so, representatives of  two of  
the more prominent schools of  thought in Athens—Epicureanism and Stoicism—
contacted and engaged Paul about his proclamation of  the good news, and instead 
of  finding in his assumptions and arguments some “commonness” with their own 
ideas and reasoning, they discovered, rather, “confusion” and “confrontation” due 
to the clash of  worldviews. The whole affair ended up before the official body 
of  Athens concerned with hearing “new teaching,” and the stage was set for the 
explanation of  the gospel to a pagan, pluralistic culture.

Paul Before the Areopagus (Acts 17:22-31)
As he began his response to the Council’s request, Paul assumed the customary 

position of  an orator, standing among them all to deliver his discourse.62 They had 
asked him to clarify the meaning of  a message which, “[g]iven their philosophical 
presuppositions and mindset,… could not even be integrated sufficiently into their 
thinking to be understood. This in itself  reveals the underlying fact that a conceptual 
paradigm clash had been taking place between them and Paul.”63

Paul’s opening remarks (v. 22). Paul began his address both cordially, 
“Men of  Athens,” and provocatively, “I perceive that in every way you are very 
religious.” Much ado has been made over the precise meaning of  this latter phrase 
and its significance for the tone of  Paul’s address. Did he mean to compliment 
or to insult his listeners? The word deisidai,mwn actually depicts his audience 
in a “double-sided” way, so to speak, describing as it does both “piety” and 
“superstition.”64 Perhaps Paul chose this rather ambiguous word because it could 
denote, simultaneously, both the “religious impulse” found in every human being 
and the degradation of  that impulse “by rebellion against the living and true God.”65 
At once, then, Paul could both commend them for their devotion and condemn 
them for their superstition. The word would thus lend itself  to loving, gentle 
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confrontation—a consistent characteristic of  Paul’s method, affirming where he 
could, but challenging where he must.

An unknown God (v. 23). Paul’s introduction for the message pointed to an 
inscription from an Athenian altar, which read, VAgnw,stw| qew/|, “to an unknown 
god.”66 Like any good introduction, it was meant to catch their attention, rouse 
their curiosity, fuel their interest, and present the theme under consideration. 
There stood a concrete “object of  worship” that corresponded exactly with Paul’s 
general observation that they were both “religious” and “religiously degraded,” and 
it contained their own admission of  both knowledge and ignorance.67 This is not 
comparison, with Paul building on what the Greeks had discovered on their own, 
but stark contrast, with Paul colliding with and beginning to tear down the whole 
system that they had “raised up against the knowledge of  God” (2 Corinthians 
10:5). “What you worship in ignorance, this I proclaim to you.” Paul is not here 
saying that whom he worships is also whom they worship, just without knowing it.68 
That would be sheer inclusivism, and Paul is no inclusivist, if  we are to take his 
missionary career with any seriousness at all. “The emphasis in the Greek text is 
on the ignorance, not on the worship.”69 So, the disparity is stunning. The Athenians, 
by their own confession, are ignorant and are in error. Paul is knowledgeable and 
armed with the truth. Theologically, Paul knows the deep epistemic divide that 
exists between believer and unbeliever, and that understanding informs his entire 
apologetic/evangelistic/ missional task.

Building upon the admission of  the Athenians themselves, Paul could easily indict 
them for the ignorance of  their worship—that is, any worship which is contrary 
to the word of  God (cf. John 4:22). The Athenians had brought Paul before the 
Areopagus with a desire to “know” what they were missing in religious philosophy 
(vv. 19, 20), and Paul immediately points out that heretofore their worship was 
admittedly of  the “unknown” (v. 23). Paul did not attempt to supplement or 
build upon a common foundation of  natural theology with the Greek philosophers 
here. He began, rather, with their own expression of  theological inadequacy and 
defectiveness. He underscored their ignorance and proceeded from that significant 
epistemological point.70

Paul’s biblical theology. In vv. 24-31, Paul soundly develops the biblical 
revelation of  God as Creator (v. 24), Sustainer (v. 25), the Sovereign Ruler (v. 26), 
who is near and knowable (vv. 27-28), and who will judge the world in justice by 
his Son (vv. 30-31). Paul knows that the urgency of  repentance arises from the 
present revelation of  the wrath of  God (Romans 1:18) and the coming judgment 
by his Son. And the proof  of  that coming judgment is the resurrection of  Jesus. 
Paul is operating within the framework of  a full-orbed biblical theology. He is 
beginning with the worldview structure that divine revelation provides and setting 
it in striking antithesis to the whole pagan system of  thought. 
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The briefest survey of  his method reveals this worldview clash. Paul draws 
one striking contrast after another between the Christian worldview and the pagan 
philosophical worldview.71 Bahnsen fittingly observes that “[i]t would have been 
futile for Paul to argue about the facts, then, without challenging the unbelievers’ 
philosophy of  fact.”72 For example, what would many of  his audience have said 
about the origin of  the world? Perhaps it was found in water (Thales), or apeiron 
(Anaximander), or air (Anaximenes), or an ever-living fire (Heraclitus), or number 
(Pythagoras), or atoms (Leucippus and Democritus). Possibly it lay in a balanced 
combination of  such things (the pluralism of  Empedocles). Conceivably it rested 
in the eternal forms (Plato), or maybe the world was itself  eternal (Aristotle). They 
could have been all over the cosmological map concerning the world’s source and 
its nature, but everything would have been, in some sense, material. But what did 
Paul’s biblical worldview say about the origin of  the world? The world was created 
by God (“God who made the world and all things in it,” v. 24, and thus who is other 
than the world and everything in it). 

Again, what might a number of  his listeners have said about the gods? Some 
would have dismissed them as simply mythical. Others might have recognized 
them and said they are many, localized, and needing human service. But what did 
Paul’s biblical worldview say about God? He is, and is one, “the Lord of  heaven 
and earth,” omnipresent (he “does not dwell in temples made with hands,” v. 
24) and self-sufficient (“nor is he served by human hands as though he needed 
anything,” v. 25). 

Once more, what might some present at the Areopagus that day have said 
about the human race? Well, the race is diversified, either by some natural processes 
or because they are the various offspring of  the many gods.73 But what did Paul’s 
biblical worldview say about the human race? It is unified (“He made from one 
man every nation of  mankind,” v. 26), the special creation of  the one Creator-God. 
What would any number of  these Greek philosophers have said about history? 
They would have contended that it is cyclical and incidental. But what did Paul’s 
biblical worldview say about history? It is linear and purposeful (concerning the 
nations, God has “determined their appointed times and the boundaries of  their 
habitation,” v. 26). Everything began with creation and will end with that “fixed 
… day in which he [i.e., God] will judge the world with justice” (v. 31). At every 
turn, then, here are worldviews in conflict.74

Though in his creation and providence God intends “that they [i.e., humanity] 
would seek” him, in reality they only “grope” for him. Why? The unbeliever both knows 
and does not know God. The unbeliever is “a very complicated, complex, and confusing 
person from a religious perspective. He both possesses and suppresses the truth 
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about God.”75 The unbeliever knows, but does not act on what he knows. He acts 
contrary to what he knows, and he suffers the consequences of  God’s wrath against 
his rebellion (Romans 1:18, 21). So, the unbeliever’s best efforts are only a “feeling 
after” God, like a blind man stumbling in the dark, though God “is not far from 
each one of  us” (v. 27). That is to say, reality is other than the pagan worldview 
thinks it is. The problem was not, as the Epicureans thought, that the gods, if  they 
existed at all, were detached and disinterested in the world. The truth is that God 
is near each one and is ceaselessly active in the affairs of  humanity jointly and of  
people individually. “In him we live and move and have our being” (v. 28a). In him 
are answered philosophy’s great questions about life and motion and existence. 
The solution was not, as the Stoics thought, that through some all-permeating logos, 
through the spark of  divinity in each person, people could, through their own 
efforts, discover god and successfully accommodate themselves to the cosmic order 
of  things.  The whole construction of  v. 27 gives the lie to the baseless hope that 
beginning with self  one may rationally and deductively seek out and find God.76 
Paul stacked one uncertainty on another in this sentence. “The situation … is not 
nearly so optimistic as some have thought … since the protasis of  a fourth-class 
conditional structure is used, with the optative, the most condition-laden Greek 
mood form…. In fact , in some ways the situation … is more frustrating, because 
God is said to be very near those who are groping after him, though with little 
reasonable chance of  their finding him. The situation is equally desperate in Romans 
1.”77 And then he ended with a concessive participle (kai, ge…u`pa,rconta), which 
“makes sense only if  the ‘groping’ is unsuccessful.”78 Witherington sums up:

The overall effect of  this verse is to highlight the dilemma and irony of  the human 
situation. Though God is omnipresent, and so not far from any person, ironically 
human beings are stumbling around in the dark trying to find God. When one is 
blind, even an object right in front of  one’s face can be missed. The sentence does 
not encourage us to think the speaker believes that the finding of  the true God 
is actually going on, apart from divine revelation. To the contrary, the true God 
remains unknown apart from such revelation. The history of  the pagan search for 
God can be characterized under the banner “the times of  ignorance.”79

In other words, beginning with a finite starting point and an insufficient standard, 
the result of  human “seeking” is not “finding,” but “frustration” and “futility.”80 
The vicious downward spiral begun by theological degeneracy, which Paul argues 
later in Romans 1, proclaims it doctrinally, and this city “full of  idols” in Acts 17, 
permeated throughout by idolatry, confirms it practically.

Further, when Paul quotes from the Greeks’ own poets, saying, “For we are 
indeed his offspring,” his point is not that people in general and the Athenians 
in particular have done well and are on their way to the light. Rather, he means 
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to say that they are inconsistent even with their own expressed beliefs. These 
beliefs that testify to their knowledge (however distorted by sin and suppressed in 
unrighteousness) of  the living and true God. Even their poets had claimed that 
humans were “children of  God.” By that consideration alone they should have 
known that the “Divine Nature” could not be something less than themselves, 
things “like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and thought of  
man” (17:29). Therefore, their idolatry was utterly incoherent, inconsistent, and 
in the end demeaning.

Paul is not only arguing that their worship reflects a lower view of  God than their 
theology would warrant, but also implies that the natural human tendency is to 
make a god in the image of  human ideas. Starting with man, we do not reach God, 
but we arrive finally at something even less than the worshiper himself. This is an 
important step in Paul’s thought, and exactly reflects the highly accusatory material 
of  Romans 1.81

Paul finally came back full circle to their ignorance, pressing on them again 
the claims of  special revelation, and calling them to repentance in light of  the life, 
death, and resurrection of  Jesus Christ and the coming eschatological judgment. 
Though Paul nowhere quoted the Old Testament directly, biblical language and 
concept plainly saturates the whole address. There is God as “maker of  heaven 
and earth” (Genesis 1:1; Psalm 121:2; 146:6), God’s not dwelling in structures 
made by man (1 Kings 8:27; Acts 7:48-50), and God’s self-sufficiency (Psalm 
50:9-12). Other biblical ideas like the Creator-creature distinction, condemnation 
of  idolatry, and call for repentance are easily identifiable, as well. Though in Luke’s 
abridgement of  the speech there is no specific mention of  common gospel themes 
like the cross, atonement, faith, justification, etc., yet there is a distinct progression 
from theology proper, through anthropological and soteriological matters, to 
eschatological concerns, and this larger framework likely included much more 
detail in the original address.

Some Crucial Lessons for Engaging the Culture
At least seven methodological components in Paul’s apologetic evangelism at 

Athens should catch our attention and inform every encounter with our culture. 
First, there must always be proper motivation for our missional engagement. 

What gives impetus to Paul’s preaching campaign at Athens? The fact that there is 
no worship of  the true God. Why does that deficiency fuel Paul’s fire? Because the 
worship of  God is the end of  all creation. Piper captures the thought pointedly: 
“Missions exist because worship doesn’t. Worship is ultimate, not missions, because 
God is ultimate, not man…. Worship, therefore, is the fuel and goal in missions.”82 
That this kind of  thinking lies behind Paul’s actions in Athens is supported from 
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his teaching in Romans 1. The whole problem with the pagan world, Paul argued 
there, is that when they “knew God, they did not honor him as God” (Romans 
1:21) and in their vaunted wisdom they “exchanged the glory of  the incorruptible 
God for an image …” (1:23) and “exchanged the truth of  God for a lie, and 
worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever” 
(1:25). One almost thinks that Athens is in mind when Paul writes Romans 1. Paul 
is provoked to action in Athens by his passion for God to be glorified. And his 
passion is grounded in God’s own passion to be glorified. “God is central and 
supreme in his own affections. There are no rivals for the supremacy of  God’s 
glory in his own heart. God is not an idolater. He does not disobey the first and 
great commandment. With all his heart and soul and strength and mind he delights 
in the glory of  his manifold perfections. The most passionate heart for God in all 
the universe is God’s heart.”83 So, no pathetic idea of  God as helpless without us 
(which is just wrong), nor even some appeal to love those lost in sin (which we 
ought to do) will finally provoke deep and profound gospel engagement with the 
world, but only the love of  God and passion for his glory filling our hearts. “This 
text reminds us that proper Christian apologetic begins in spiritual concern, not 
in intellectual snobbery or scorn.”84

Second, and this follows quite naturally from the first, the church must go where 
people are. That seems obvious, but needs saying. We must go where people gather, 
where they are engaged relationally with others, where they are asking questions of  
a religious/ultimate nature, out in the marketplace of  ideas. It is time to get out of  
the evangelical ghetto and into the avgora, of  Our Time and Place.

Third, once among them, of  course, we must communicate with people. 
The language describing Paul’s activity in Acts 17-18 is quite remarkable. We are 
to “reason with them from the Scriptures” (17:2), to “dispute,” i.e., contend and 
argue, where necessary (17:17), in order to “persuade” them, seeking to convince 
them and win them over (18:4). If  anything, this language demonstrates the integral 
connection between apologetics and evangelism as well as the relational engagement 
necessary for such conversation.

Fourth, it is also always right to relate genuinely and kindly to people, and to 
seek a point of  contact with them. Even the locus classicus of  apologetics, 1 Peter 3:15, 
makes it clear that the whole venture is to be undertaken “with gentleness and 
reverence.” “Ridicule, anger, sarcasm, and name-calling are inappropriate weapons 
of  apologetical defense.”85 True, the unbeliever is suppressing the truth and “is not 
merely outside the Kingdom of  God, but also against the Kingdom. He/she is not 
a spectator, but an opponent….”86 However, that is not to say that believer and 
unbeliever are hopelessly out of  touch with one another. There are many common 
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interests, concerns, and questions with which to begin the conversation. We all live 
in God’s world; we all are made ontologically in God’s image; we all are embedded 
in God’s history; we all enjoy the epistemological common ground of  capacities 
for knowledge, language, and logic; we all have an inescapable knowledge of  God; 
we all have the witness of  conscience; we all long for teleological satisfaction. So, 
relate genuinely and kindly, and look for points of  contact.

Fifth, the unbeliever’s worldview still must be challenged with the biblical 
worldview, because the gospel comes to us within a given worldview structure—the 
whole story-line of  Scripture. We must always recognize that, for all the points of  
contact between us, the unbeliever still suppresses the awareness of  God, abuses 
his capacities for knowledge and logic for selfish ends, holds down and ignores the 
ethical pangs of  conscience, and redefines the nature of  ultimacy to suit his own 
purposes.87 Anytime we come to explain the gospel, we are facing this matter of  
worldviews in conflict, the confrontation of  a “knowledgeable truth suppressor” 
with the claims of  God’s comprehensive revelation of  truth. On the matter of  
common ground, then, we must not make the theological mistake of  assuming 
epistemological neutrality, enlightenment, and autonomy. The situation, rather, is 
one of  opposition, suppression, and enslavement. The unbeliever is not in need 
merely of  piecemeal “proofs” for the existence of  God, e.g., but rather needs 
critique of  his/her entire idolatrous system of  thought and philosophy of  fact in 
light of  God’s special revelation. She does not need to have her system of  thinking 
indirectly affirmed, but “destroyed” (“torn down,” kaqaire,w, 2 Corinthians 10:4-
5). The unbeliever must be confronted with the truth he knows and is trying to 
suppress, must have his religious hypocrisy and rational inconsistency unmasked, 
and be forced to face the absurdity of  his fundamental and most cherished 
assumptions. This is hard work, and requires tender love for God and others, but 
it must be done. When such theological boundaries as those established in Romans 
1 (the sinner’s epistemic lostness and all of  its consequences), e.g., are abandoned, 
the door is left wide open for the world to rush in and establish its patterns and 
structures as the norm for discussion and decision. But the world does not set the 
agenda for either our message or our method. We are called to proclaim and defend 
the Faith, but we can do so only on the basis of  the Faith, or at the end of  the day 
we deny the Faith.

Sixth, the claim of  the biblical worldview—its insistence that it alone provides 
“the preconditions of  all intelligibility” and therefore nullifies the validity of  every 
other worldview on the basis of  “the impossibility of  the contrary”—carries 
with it the most tremendous implications. We are to set those forth, with all their 
significance, plainly and seek a response in light of  them. These are not merely 
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academic questions, not theoretical parlor games nor efforts in intellectual one-
upsmanship, not attempts merely to drive a philosophical opponent shamefaced 
from the stage of  debate. The gospel proclamation—including the whole story 
of  who God is, who we are, what the problem is, and what the solution is—is not 
only absolutely true, and not only universally true, but also exclusively true, ruling out 
every other worldview as not just ultimately unintelligible (if  held consistently) but 
damning at last. That all-embracing nature makes the gospel’s demands and its call 
the most pressing matter of  people’s lives.

And, seventhly, this passage teaches clearly that our responsibility does not 
end after an initial proclamation/explanation. Though some “sneered” at Paul’s 
address, others said, “We will hear you again about this.” And some “joined 
him and believed” (Acts 17:32-34). In other words, there is a place for extended 
interaction with unbelievers who may be asking honest questions. It is not ours to 
force the issue at one sitting. And further, there is always the great business to be 
“discipling” those who have believed and have “joined” themselves to the church 
(Matthew 28:18-20).

Concluding Remarks
Underlying and shaping Paul’s missional engagement in Athens lies such 

great theological foundations (touching the knowledge of  God, idolatry, natural 
revelation, epistemic lostness, etc.) as Paul established in Romans 1:18-32. So, 
though there were a number of  points of  contact, Paul was never assuming nor 
seeking epistemological common ground in Greek philosophy, but at every hand 
was internally critiquing its practical inconsistencies, its philosophical incoherence, 
its admitted ignorance, its truth distortions, and its ultimate failure. His whole 
undertaking was to show his hearers that their whole web of  beliefs and their 
ultimate commitments were rationally unjustifiable. In the final analysis, what they 
believed did not and could not make sense of  things, and so, was false. The biblical 
storyline alone relates the way things really are.

The church in Our Time and Place is faced with just the kind of  culture 
and challenges Paul faced in Athens. We are no longer in “Jerusalem,” where we 
might assume that the crowd has a background in Scripture and its story. No, this 
is “Athens,” where the prevailing cultural philosophy is pagan and pluralistic. The 
character of  the contemporary Western milieu is one reason Paul’s apologetic 
evangelism at Athens, as we have it in Acts 17:16-34, is so timely and instructive for 
us. And further, Paul’s message and method before the Areopagus also calls us to 
recognize in our own thinking such alien influences as Aristotle’s false distinction 
between faith and knowledge, and Romanticism’s forced separation between heart 
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and mind, and abandon those, too. Saving faith always involves true knowledge, and 
in biblical terms, to address the heart is to address the mind.88 Theology, apologetics, 
evangelism, cultural engagement, and missional living are none to be opposed to 
the others. All are to be integrated and work out of  a full-orbed biblical theology 
to bring the power of  the gospel to bear on the lostness of  our world.

So, when the question is asked, either in the church or in the public arena, 
“What has Jerusalem to do with Athens? What have we to do with Athens?” the 
answer we can give confidently is: “It is not Jerusalem versus Athens (opposition), 
nor Jerusalem separated from Athens (isolation), nor even Jerusalem joined to Athens 
(assimilation) that is the way, but Jerusalem the capital of  Athens (the primacy of  
God’s revelation for faith and knowledge, for time and eternity, and for engaging 
the world with the gospel).”89

To this great cause of  God and truth may we commit ourselves in Our Time! 
May those who come behind us find us faithful! And may the Lamb who was slain 
receive the reward of  his suffering! Amen!

Spencer Haygood is the Pastor of  Preaching & Vision for Orange Hill Baptist 
Church. He is Adjunct Professor of  Christian Studies at Anderson University. He 
earned his Advanced M.Div. from The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary.

Notes

1. See Tertullian, “The Prescription Against Heretics,” in Latin Christianity: Its Founder, 
Tertullian, vol. III of  The Ante-Nicene Fathers, edited by Alexander Roberts and James 
Donaldson (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Reprinted 1993), 246.

2. Ibid. Latin, “Ipsae denique haereses a philosophia subornantur.” By “philosophy” he 
had specifically in mind “this world’s wisdom” as autonomous from God’s revelation—man 
beginning with himself  attempting to answer ultimate questions. Of  course, he understands 
that the starting point is all wrong.

3. Though not adamant about Tertullian’s point, Gordon Clark still has “a suspicion that his 
is a faith without reason.”  But McGrath is closer to the mark when he notes that Tertullian 
was pointing out “the danger of  grounding or judging the gospel in what passed for human 
wisdom.”  See Gordon H. Clark, Religion, Reason, and Revelation (Hobbs, NM: The Trinity 
Foundation, 1961), 69; and Alister McGrath, A Passion for Truth: The Intellectual Coherence of  
Evangelicalism (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996), 171.

4. These issues of  time, culture, geography, and language together are called the great 
challenge of  distance that the Bible interpreter now inevitably faces. See the helpful 
discussion in William W. Klein, Craig L. Blomberg and Robert L. Hubbard, Jr., Introduction 
to Biblical Interpretation (Dallas: Word Publishing, 1993), 12-16.

5. For a definition of  “Our Time,” see David Wells’ brilliant analysis in chapter 2, “World 
Cliché Culture” in David F. Wells, No Place for Truth, or, Whatever Happened to Evangelical Theology 
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(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993), 53-92.

6. That is, it is an idea/ideal held often unreasonably and thought to be above critique.

7. The juxtaposition stands out in the boldest relief. “The very conjunction of  names 
is arresting and interesting;—Athens, ‘the most sacred shrine of  the fairh humanities of  
paganism’;—Paul, the most faithful incarnation of  the Christian temper and passion.” See 
G. Campbell Morgan, The Acts of  the Apostles (Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming H. Revell Company, 
1924), 407.

8. Darrell L. Bock, Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary On the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 15-19, sums up the question of  authorship by saying, “… 
the external evidence strongly favors Luke as the writer of  Acts. That no other Pauline 
companion was ever put forward as the author of  this work when many such candidates 
existed is key evidence. It is true that the internal considerations and theological emphases 
raise questions about whether Luke is the author, but not to a degree that cancels out the 
likelihood that he was the author and that the tradition has the identification correct.”

9. N. B. Stonehouse, Paul Before the Areopagus and Other New Testament Studies (Grand Rapids: 
Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1957), 1, describes the Areopagus address, in a 
marvelous piece of  understatement, as not being “a largely neglected field of  investigation.” 
He then goes on to note, “The passage is so replete with exceptional and arresting features 
that the commentators and the historians of  early Christianity have been stimulated to treat 
it at considerable length. Moreover, a remarkable number of  learned monographs have been 
devoted to its interpretation.” Since he penned that in 1957, the literature has continued to 
grow. Ben Witherington, III, The Acts of  the Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1998), 511, writes that Acts 17:16-34 
“has attracted more scholarly attention than any other passage in Acts.”

10. Greg L. Bahnsen, Always Ready: Directions for Defending the Faith, edited by Robert R. Booth 
(Texarkana, AR: Covenant Media Foundation, 1996), 237.

11. John B. Polhill, Acts, vol. 26 of  The New American Commentary, David S. Dockery, 
gen. ed. (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1992), 365.

12. Ronald B. Mayers, Balanced Apologetics: Using Evidences and Presuppositions in Defense of  the 
Faith (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1984), 164.

13. Hans Conzelmann, Acts of  the Apostles, Hermeneia: A Critical and Historical Commentary 
on the Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 138.

14. See William M. Ramsay, St. Paul the Traveller and the Roman Citizen (London: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 1897; reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1962), 252-253 (page 
citations are to the reprint edition). J. Daryl Charles, “Engaging the (Neo)Pagan Mind: Paul’s 
Encounter with Athenian Culture as a Model for Cultural Apologetics,” Trinity Journal 16NS 
(1995): 47-48, notes others who view “Paul’s ministry in Athens as a failure,” including C. 
Munsinger, Paulus in Korinth (Heidelberg: Knect, 1908); J. Renie, Actes des Apôtres (Paris: 
Pirot-Clamer, 1949); J. Dupont, Les Actes des Apôtres (Paris: Duculot, 1953); and M. Dibelius, 
Studies in the Acts of  the Apostles (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1956).

15. I.e., “a whole-Bible theology,” an understanding of  Scripture that takes seriously its 
coherence, its unified story, and its thematic core.

16. Barbara and Kurt Aland, Johannes Karavidopoulos, Carlo M. Martini, and Bruce M. 
Metzger, eds., Novum Testamentum Graece (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1993), 374-
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375, including, in order, Is 42:5; Ex 20:11; Ps 146:5; Is 57:15; Gn 1:28; Dt 32:8; Gn 1:14; 
Ps 74:17; Dt 4:29; Is 55:6; Ps 145:18; Jr 23:23; Gn 1:27, 19:26; Dt 4:28; Is 40:18, 44:9-20; 
Ps 9:9, 96:13; 98:9; etc.

17. I. Howard Marshall, “Acts,” in G K. Beale and D A. Carson, eds., Commentary On the New 
Testament Use of  the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2007), 594-95.

18. Latin, post hoc ergo propter hoc, “after this, therefore, on account of  this.”

19. D. A. Carson, Exegetical Fallacies (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1996), 134. His critique 
of  such interpretation is that it “seriously misunderstands the address at the Areopagus and 
Luke’s purpose in telling it; but it also connects pieces of  information from two separate 
documents and without evidence affirms a causal connection.”

20. Ramsay, St. Paul the Traveller and the Roman Citizen, 252.

21. So Ernst Haenchen, The Acts of  the Apostles: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster 
Press, 1972), 534, translates 18:5, “But when Silas and Timothy came from Macedonia, Paul 
went over entirely to preaching.…” Luke Timothy Johnson, The Acts of  the Apostles, vol. 5 
of  Sacra Pagina Series, edited by Daniel J. Harrington, S.J. (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical 
Press, 1992), 323, notes, “The verb synechō  has the sense here of  ‘involving oneself,’ and 
since it marks a transition from a split occupation to a single one, the imperfect tense is 
correctly read as inchoative.”

22. See. e.g., Max Zerwick and Mary Grosvenor, A Grammatical Analysis of  the Greek New 
Testament, 5th revised ed. (Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1996), 412.

23. Grk., ou[twj o` Pau/loj evxh/lqen evk me,sou auvtw/n, literally, “So, Paul left out from the 
midst of  them.”

24. Bahnsen, Always Ready, 272.

25. So Polhill, Acts, 369-370, notes: “Debate has particularly raged over whether the core 
thought of  the speech is that of  the Old Testament or of  Greek philosophy. How one 
answers that question will very much determine how one views the total argument of  the 
speech.”

26. What is to be made of  the speeches in Acts? The whole question of  the genre of  Acts 
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narrative with theological themes. Therefore, this analysis considers his speech before the 
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expressions of  a governing scheme of  explanation.
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28. Of  course, I do not mean to compartmentalize these absolutely. The issue is more one 
of  priority, not dichotomy.

29. This is nothing new. The idea has long been around. Jaroslav Pelikan, Acts, Brazos 
Theological Commentary On the Bible (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2005), 190, cites 
Pamphilus (third century) as titling Acts 17 thus: “Of  the inscription on the altar at Athens, 
and of  the philosophic preaching and piety of  Paul,” and notes that Cassiodorus (sixth 
century) described Paul’s message as “celestial philosophy.”

30. Eduard Norden, Agnostos Theos: Untersuchungen zur Formengeschichte religiöser Rede (Leipzig-
Berlin, 1913).

31. Bertil Gärtner, The Areopagus Speech and Natural Revelation, vol. XXI of  Acta Seminarii 
Neotestamentici Upsaliensis, translated by Carolyn Hannay King (Lund; Copenhagen: C. 
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32. Martin Dibelius, Aufsätze zur Apostelgeschichte, 2nd ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1953), 54. His full affirmation reads, “Was wir vor uns haben, ist eine hellenistische 
Rede von der wahren Gotteserkenntnis.” Ibid., 69, where he writes, “die Synthese von 
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33. W. Ward Gasque, A History of  the Interpretation of  the Acts of  the Apostles (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1989), 210.

34. See the introductory “Commentary” on the passage in C K. Barrett, A Critical and 
Exegetical Commentary On the Acts of  the Apostles, International Critical Commentary (London: 
T & T Clark, 2004), 824-826.
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Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche 53 (1956): 11-51; F. G. Downing, “Common Ground with 
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was passing them on without really understanding them; thus, a ’babbler.” 

55. Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of  the New Testament 
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fourth class condition.” As in his translation, the protasis has to be supplied. “The idea is, 
If  he could do something, he would do this.”



Anderson University College of  Christian Studies64

56. This much they thought they knew, that he was proclaiming two gods, or a god and 
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a helpful discussion on the topic, see Bruce W. Winter, “On Introducing Gods to Athens: 
An Alternative Reading of  Acts 17:18-20,” Tyndale Bulletin 46, no. 1 (May 1996): 71-90.
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George Whitefield’s Historical and 
Theological Milieu in the American 

Colonies
Tim McKnight

December 16, 2014 marked the tri-centennial of  birth of  the English evangelist 
George Whitefield. Between 1778 and 1770, George Whitefield conducted 

seven evangelistic tours of  the American colonies. His preaching and evangelistic 
efforts played a pivotal role in the movement of  God commonly known as the 
First Great Awakening.1 During his itinerant ministry in America, he preached 
throughout the colonies and in towns including New York, Philadelphia, Boston, 
Charleston, Savannah, Trent Town, Newport, Lewis Town, and Williamsburg. 
Thousands of  Americans, approximately 80 percent of  the population, came to 
hear this English itinerant preach.2 In Philadelphia and Boston, Whitefield preached 
to audiences of  ten and fifteen thousand.3 Before his death on September 30, 1770, 
the “Great Itinerant” had preached at least eighteen thousand times.4 As he was 
dying, Whitefield expressed his deep regret of  his inability to make a preaching 
engagement scheduled for the next day.5

Both believers and unbelievers commended the life and ministry of  George 
Whitefield. Concerning Whitefield’s character, Benjamin Franklin wrote that he 
“never had the least suspicion of  his integrity, but am to this day decidedly of  
the opinion that he was in all his conduct a perfectly honest man; and methinks 
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my testimony in his favour ought to have more weight, as we had no religious 
connection.”6 Luke Tyerman said of  Whitefield’s preaching skills, “The preacher’s 
sonorous voice, his intonations, his actions, his facial expressions, are things which 
could not be embodied in his published discourses; and yet, to things like these, the 
discourses were greatly indebted for their astonishing effects. Whitefield was the 
greatest gospel orator of  the age.”7 Referring to the numbers who heard the English 
itinerant preach, Albert D. Belden asserted, “No man secured such a hearing for the 
gospel amongst the common people in all the history of  Protestant Christianity.”8 

 George Whitefield’s evangelistic efforts in the American colonies did not occur 
in a vacuum. To understand fully the theological and methodological aspects of  
his evangelistic ministry, one must first grasp the theological, ecclesiological, and 
historical context of  eighteenth-century America that surrounded that ministry. 
While the scope of  this paper does not permit an exhaustive treatment of  these 
factors, a summary of  some of  the significant individuals, topics, and events related 
to the theology, ecclesiology, and history of  the eighteenth century is helpful in 
placing the First Great Awakening and George Whitefield’s ministry in context.

The American Colonies’ Historical and Theological Context
To understand fully George Whitefield’s ministry in the American colonies, one 

first must grasp the historical and theological context surrounding that ministry.9 
Through God’s providence, numerous factors existed in the colonies, preceding 
Whitefield’s arrival, that prepared the colonists for the movement of  the Holy Spirit 
known as the First Great Awakening. These preparatory components of  colonial 
society assisted in opening the colonies to his preaching and evangelistic ministry.

State of  Church Membership in Colonial America
The debate over regenerate church membership that occurred in New England 

in the early 1700’s helped prepare the colonies for the evangelistic preaching of  
George Whitefield and other revivalists of  the First Great Awakening. According 
to the Cambridge Platform of  1648, those persons who studied religion, repented 
and professed faith, obeyed God’s Word, and avoided scandals could be considered 
regenerate church members.10 Only church members could have their children 
baptized according to this Platform. The problem with the Platform was that several 
of  these baptized members showed no sign of  repentance, yet they participated 
in the Lord’s Supper.

A synod from Massachusetts and a synod from Connecticut agreed to 
compromise over the Platform of  1648. This position was known as the Half-
Way Covenant. Concerning this Covenant, Edwin Scott Gaustad explains, “Only 



The Anderson Journal of  Christian Studies 69

visible saints, the regenerate under the covenant of  grace, were fully within the 
church covenant. Members of  this group constituted an inferior class of  church 
membership; they could neither partake of  the Lord’s Supper nor vote in church 
affairs.”11 

It was the prohibition of  unregenerate members from the Lord’s Supper that 
Solomon Stoddard, the grandfather of  Jonathan Edwards, opposed. He wrote:

No scandalous person may be admitted to Baptism, neither may any Scandalous 
person be admitted to the Lord’s Supper; but those that are not scandalous may 
partake of  it though they are not Regenerate….It is lawful for Unregenerate men 
to celebrate the Memory of  the death of  Christ, which is a great encouragement and 
comfort unto them: and so they do in this Ordinance: It is lawful for Unregenerate 
men to give Solemn Testimony to the virtues of  the death of  Christ, and show it 
forth; and so they do in this Ordinance, I Cor. 11, 26.12 

Stoddard opened the Lord’s Supper to everyone in his congregation. This practice 
and viewpoint regarding unregenerate members spread throughout other churches 
in New England.

The practice had numerous detrimental effects upon New England’s churches. 
There could be no practice of  church discipline, because some unregenerate 
members would not expose another member to the authority of  the church. 
Regarding the issues of  church discipline and the immorality of  lost church 
members, Joseph Tracy lamented, “The difference between the church and the 
world was vanishing away. Church discipline was neglected and the growing 
laxness of  morals was invading the churches.”13 Describing the conduct of  some 
church members prior to the 1734 revival at Northampton, Jonathan Edwards 
stated, “Licentiousness or some years greatly prevailed among the youth of  the town; 
they were many of  them very much addicted to night-walking, and frequenting the 
tavern, and lewd practices, wherein some, by their example, exceedingly corrupted 
others.”14 Church members in the colonies possessed a similar understanding of  
membership as their cousins in the Church of  England. If  one was baptized in 
the church, attended services, partook of  the ordinances, and avoided scandalous 
activity in the community, he could bear the title “Christian” while simultaneously 
participating in activities such as drinking and gambling.

State of  the Clergy in Colonial America
Another result of  these compromises over the requirement of  regenerate 

church membership was the presence of  unregenerate clergy in the churches. 
Concerning this problem, Josephy Tracy wrote:

It is easy to see, that this system favored the entrance of  unconverted men into the 
ministry. If  one was fit to be a member of  the church, if  he was actually a member 
in good standing; if  he was living as God requires such men to live, and pressing 
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forward, in the use of  appointed means, after whatever spiritual good he had not 
yet attained; if  conversion is such a still and unobservable matter, that neither the 
candidate nor anyone else can judge whether he has yet passed that point or not; and 
if  his mental qualifications are found sufficient; why should he be excluded from 
ministry.15 

Solomon Stoddard’s words advocating an openness to unregenerate clergy helped 
perpetuate this practice in colonial churches. Contending for the propriety of  
unregenerate clergymen to administer the ordinances of  baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper, Stoddard asserted:

If  a man do know himself  to be Unregenerate, yet it is lawful for him to 
administer Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. The blessing of  this Ordinance does 
not depend upon the Piety of  him that doth administer it. Christ knew Judas to 
be Unregenerate, yet he let him as well as the rest of  the Disciples to administer 
Baptism: John 4.2 “Jesus baptised not but his Disciples.”…men that are destitute 
of  Grace are not prohibited in the word of  God, to administer the Ordinances of  
God, if  such may Preach, surely they may administer Sacraments. Paul speaks of  
Preaching as a greater work than administering Baptism, I. Cor. 1. 17. And we 
may argue that it is greater than administering the Lord’s Supper.

George Whitefield’s comments in his journals and his sermons indicate the 
presence and problem of  unconverted ministers in colonial churches. Referring to 
the spiritual condition of  ministers in New England, the itinerant claimed, “Many, 
nay most that preach, I fear, do not experimentally know Christ; yet I cannot see 
much worldly advantage to tempt them to take up the sacred function.”16 Whitefield 
preached to ministers, encouraging them to consider whether they had experienced 
true conversion. In his description of  one of  these occasions, he recounted:

I insisted much in my discourse upon the doctrine of  the new birth, and also the 
necessity of  a minster being converted, before he could preach Christ aright. The 
Word came with great power, and a strong impression was made upon the people in 
all parts of  the assembly. Many ministers were present. I did not spare them. Most 
of  them thanked me for my plain dealing. One of  them, however, was offended; 
and so would more of  his stamp, if  I were to continue longer in New England. 
Unconverted ministers are the band of  the Christian Church. I honour the memory 
of  that great and good man, Mr. Stoddard; but I think he is much to be blamed 
for endeavouring to prove that unconverted men may be admitted into the ministry. 
How he has handled the controversy, I know not; but I believe no solid argument 
can be brought to defend such a doctrine.17

The presence of  unregenerate pastors in congregations made churches susceptible 
to more of  such theological fallacies.

In addition to the problem of  unregenerate ministers, the rationalism that led 
to the formation of  the Latitudinarians in England and their skeptical Arminianism 
began to cross the Atlantic and threaten colonial churches. Regarding this problem, 
Alan Heimart and Perry Miller wrote:
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For the old orthodoxy was being reinforced (and having its implication disclosed) 
by imported notions of  “natural religion,” and taking the forms of  a suggestion 
(not yet a proclaimed doctrine) that men, buy use of  their rational capacities alone, 
could come to know God’s will, and, knowing, choose to fulfill it, and thus count 
themselves among the saved….One of  the more obvious expressions of  the new 
mood was the defection of  New Englanders to the Church of  England, which, since 
the days of  Archbishop Laud, had been identified with Arminianism.18

Some ministers in the colonies began to emphasize the ability of  human 
beings to prepare themselves for and cooperate in salvation. These clergymen 
comforted such persons who underwent such preparation with the assurance that 
they would eventually be converted. The focus was largely on outward acts rather 
than an inward change of  heart. These Arminians also emphasized the ability to 
come to God through reason. Such theological thinking shocked and disturbed 
some clergy men like Jonathan Edwards.

Colonial Revivals and Contextual Factors
Although churches in New England and other American colonies contained 

unregenerate ministers, God utilized a number of  regenerate pastors in breaking 
out sparks of  revival that would prepare the colonies for the First Great Awakening. 
One of  those pastors, Jonathan Edwards, experienced a revival in his congregation 
in Northampton in 1734. Edwards dealt with the effects of  the unregenerate 
pastors and church members mentioned above. He also contended against the 
introduction of  Arminianism into colonial churches. In his account of  the 
awakening at Northampton, Edwards wrote, “About this time began the great 
noise, in this part of  the country, about Arminianism, which seemed to appear 
with a very threatening aspect upon the interest of  religion here.”19 The sermons 
through which God brought awakening contained Calvinistic doctrines opposed to 
Arminianism. Many of  his messages focused on the relationship between election 
and the regeneration of  the individual. Edwards also mentioned the visible proofs 
that evidenced regeneration. God worked an amazing awakening within Edwards’ 
congregation and among other churches throughout New England. Sadly, “The 
revival halted with an abruptness not unlike that which it had begun, while through 
it all man could only behold and wonder.”20

The revival that occurred in the Middle Colonies, in 1720, under the ministry 
of  Theodore J. Frelinghuysen was another awakening that prepared the way for 
George Whitefield’s evangelistic ministry. This movement of  the Holy Spirit took 
place among Dutch Reformed farmers in New Jersey. Frelinghuysen traveled 
throughout the colony, preaching in meeting houses, homes, and even barns. 
Concerning the impact of  this itinerant’s ministry, Arnold Dallimore wrote, “With 
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the passing of  the months and the years he saw large numbers of  people converted; 
among them were many of  the unchurched and several notorious sinners, but 
among them also were several deacons and elders and church members who earlier 
had been his severest opposers.”21

Another awakening that preceded Whitefield’s evangelistic efforts in America 
was the revival among Presbyterians in the Middle Colonies. William and Gilbert 
Tennent, a father and son, both preached sermons based on the doctrines of  
original sin, repentance, the necessity of  conversion, and divine judgment. They 
helped wake a sleeping denomination from its spiritual apathy. John Rowland, 
another Presbyterian, also contributed to this revival. He, like Frelinghuysen, 
preached in barns when denied the use of  meeting houses. God used his messages 
on divine judgment to bring people under the convicting power of  the Holy Spirit.

Besides the awakenings, the newspaper accounts of  the response to George 
Whitefield’s preaching in England were another factor that prepared the colonists 
for his arrival.22 Although the awakenings in the colonies had largely subsided, 
they were still fresh in the minds of  the leaders who led them and the people who 
experienced them. These colonists read newspaper accounts of  the revival that was 
taking place in England by the Holy Spirit working through Whitefield’s preaching. 
From the news accounts, the American revivalists knew it was only a matter of  time 
until the English evangelist would travel to the colonies. These clergy had advance 
notice to plan for Whitefield’s arrival in their area. In recounting the English revival 
and granting American clergy notice of  his coming to America, these publications 
insured that Whitefield would have numerous invitations to preach when he arrived.

Geography and demographics were two other contextual factors that affected 
the English itinerant’s evangelistic efforts in the American colonies. The colonies 
in the northeastern part of  America possessed more dense populations than those 
areas further south. The towns in these northern colonies were also closer together. 
On the other hand, describing parts of  Georgia, Tyerman noted, “Many immense 
tracts of  country could scarcely be said to have any population whatever, and yet 
there was an almost countless number of  Indian tribes, differing but little from 
each other in their usages and manners, and forming a striking picture of  human 
antiquity.”23 When homes or towns were spread further apart, organizing crowds 
in time to hear Whitefield was harder. Because of  the dense population in the 
northern colonies, crowds there were able to assemble quickly.

Conclusion: American Historical and Theological Context
Each of  the above historical and theological factors affected George 

Whitefield’s ministry in the American colonies.  The controversy over regenerate 
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church membership led to an influx of  unregenerate people into the church. It 
was the efforts of  revivalists to reach the unregenerate church members that led 
to the awakenings that occurred prior to the English itinerant’s arrival. Many of  
these same revivalists longed for Whitefield to come to the colonies after reading 
of  his evangelistic successes in England. These Americans worked together with 
the Englishman to reap the harvest of  souls the Holy Spirit provided during the 
First Great Awakening. The Holy Spirit orchestrated the aforementioned factors 
to prepare the colonies for this revival.

Calvinism, Hyper-Calvinism, and the Modern Question
An often neglected aspect of  the eighteenth-century theological and historical 

context in the American colonies is the debate that occurred during that era 
regarding Hyper-Calvinism and the Modern Question. This write knows of  no 
attempt by a Christian scholar to discuss how George Whitefield’s theology and 
methodology of  evangelism relates to this controversy. Considering that the debate 
began before Whitefield’s ministry and continued after his death, it is important 
that one examine its highlights to gain an understanding of  how Whitefield’s 
evangelistic ministry fits within the context of  that contention. The limited scope 
of  this article prevents a full treatment of  this subject; however, this section will 
highlight major concepts and events related to the controversy.24 Articles published 
in later volumes of  this journal will include information regarding Whitefield’s 
viewpoint regarding aspects of  this argument.

Debate in the Early Eighteenth Century
The rationalism that attacked the English Church in the early eighteenth-

century helped produce Hyper-Calvinism. As Calvinists received such attacks 
and observed the movement of  clergymen toward rationalism and Arminianism, 
they began to formulate a defense for their theology. Regarding their process of  
producing such a defense, Peter Toon stated that these theologians “were in danger 
either of  absorbing the rationalism, or of  rejecting it completely, or of  doing 
both.”25 Hyper-Calvinism developed as a result of  a number of  these Reformed 
clergymen’s attempts to apply reason and logic to defend their doctrines.

The eighteenth-century emergence of  Hyper-Calvinism and the resulting 
debate surrounding the issue began with the publication of  two books written by a 
Congregational minister named John Hussey. These two works, The Glory of  Christ 
Unveil’d or the Excellency of  Christ Vindicated (1706) and God’s Operations of  Grace but 
No Offers of  His Grace (1707), introduced the idea that the Reformed doctrines of  
unconditional election and irresistible grace prevent one from offering a universal 
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invitation to the gospel. Hussey arrived at this position partly as a result of  his 
adoption of  a logical defense of  supralapsarianism; however, his understanding 
of  irresistible grace formed the primary foundation for his opposition toward 
universal invitations.26 Claiming such invitations are an affront to the Spirit’s work 
in effectually calling the elect, Hussey maintained, “In the Gospel we have directly 
God’s gift of  the Spirit, or the Holy Spirit, by and through Christ, which no offer 
of  the Spirit can equal, for it is an effectual conveyance, and so not an offer, for 
that is ineffectual.”27

This English hyper-Calvinist also asserted that Calvinists who claim they 
believe in particular redemption, yet offer universal invitations to the gospel, are 
inconsistent and unbiblical. He contended that “men may easily see that without 
general offers of  grace they preach consistent enough with general redemption 
doctrines, though without general redemption doctrines they cannot preach 
consistent with general offers of  grace.”28

The “Modern Question” Debate
Thirty years after Hussey published God’s Operations of  Grace but No Offers of  

Grace, a English clergyman named Matthias Maurice contributed to the debate 
between Calvinism and hyper-Calvinism with his pamphlet entitled A Modern 
Question Mostly Answer’d. In this work, Maurice asked whether persons who are 
unconverted possess a duty and responsibility to respond affirmatively to the gospel. 
He contended that all persons are responsible to accept the good news of  salvation. 
Thus began the debate over what became known as the “Modern Question.”

Men like John Brine (1703-1765) and John Gill (1697-1771) disagreed with 
Matthias Maurice. They asserted that unconverted people are not accountable 
to respond to the gospel positively; therefore, they should not receive offers of  
grace. Both men maintained that non-elect individuals are unable to respond to 
the gospel. Although they are still condemned for their sin, their inability excuses 
them from any duty to respond affirmatively to gospel preaching. Based on this 
understanding, Brine contended, “Offers of  grace as I conceive, are not made to 
those who are not under grace, nor interested in the Covenant of  Grace, which 
many are not, to whom the Gospel is preached.”29 Similarly, in a tract written in 
response to an opponent, John Gill argued, “What this author’s ideas of  God are, 
I know not, but this I say, it is not consistent with our ideas of  God, that he should 
send ministers to offer salvation to man, to whom he himself  never intended to 
give it, which ministers have not power to bestow, not the men to receive.”30

While Brine and Gill wrote against offers of  grace and the concept of  a 
universal invitation to the gospel, Whitefield was traveling throughout England 
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preaching the gospel to large crowds.31 This writer could find no evidence that the 
debate between the Calvinists and hyper-Calvinists distracted the English itinerant 
from this purpose. Whitefield’s focus was to preach the gospel to as many people 
in as many places as possible.

Although Whitefield was not directly involved in the debate between Calvinism 
and hyper-Calvnism, the First Great Awakening and Evangelical Awakening of  
which he was a leader had a profound impact upon the contention. In particular, 
these revivals influenced the fathers of  the modern missionary movement and the 
Baptist Missionary Society, including the theologian of  the movement, Andrew 
Fuller. Regarding the connection between the awakenings and this missions 
movement, Richard Lovett stated, “The London Missionary Society, like the other 
great religious and philanthropic organizations which sprang into existence at the 
close of  the eighteenth and the beginning of  the nineteenth century, is a child of  
the evangelical revival in England originated by Whitefield and the Wesleys.”32

Fuller began to question the hyper-Calvinism of  his fellow Particular Baptists, 
their rejection of  offers of  grace or universal invitations to the gospel, and 
their contention that unconverted persons are not under obligation to respond 
affirmatively to the gospel.33 In his essay entitled The Gospel Worthy of  All Acceptation, 
or the Duty of  Sinners to Believe in Jesus Christ, Fuller argued that unconverted persons 
have a duty to believe in Christ because:

1) Unconverted sinners are commanded in Scripture to believe in Christ. 2) Men 
are bound to believe what God reveals. 3) The gospel, though not law, requires 
obedience, including the necessity of  exercising saving faith. 4) Unbelief  is ascribed 
to men’s depravity, and is itself  a heinous Sin. 5) God has threatened and inflicted 
the most awful punishments on sinners, for their not believing in Jesus Christ. 6) 
Other spiritual exercises, inseparably connected with faith in Christ, are represented 
as the duty of  men in general.34

He asserted that, because all men are responsible to believe in Christ, it is obligatory 
for all Christians and Christian clergymen to present universal invitations or offers 
of  salvation. Fuller’s theology became the impetus for the modern missionary 
movement at the end of  the eighteenth century.

Although Fuller opposed the hyper-Calvinists, it would be a mistake to surmise 
that his theology was a modification or moderation of  Calvinism. Fuller’s own 
descriptions of  his theology do not support such a conclusion. He stated that 
he espoused “strict Calvinism to be my own system.”35 In his definition of  such 
Calvinism, Fuller explained that it included five articles which were “denominated 
the five points. These are predestination, particular redemption, total depravity, 
effectual calling, and the certain perseverance of  the saints.”36 

One should also not suspect that Fuller did not believe all five points of  
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Calvinism. Some historians, like William R. Estep, believe Fuller possessed a 
modified view of  particular redemption; however, his response to a hyper-Calvinist 
who claimed one could not present offers of  grace to persons for whom Christ did 
not die, reveals that Fuller believed in particular redemption. Describing his beliefs 
regarding the relationship between offers of  grace and particular redemption, 
Fuller commented, “With respect to substitution, from what I have read of  Calvin, 
he appears to have considered the death of  Christ as affording an offer of  salvation 
to sinners without distinction; and the peculiar respect which bore to the elect as 
consisting in the sovereignty of  its application, or in God’s imparting faith and 
salvation through it, to them, rather than to others, as it was his design to do.”37 
Fuller did not agree with hyper-Calvinist critics who contended that, because 
one extended offers of  salvation and universal invitations to the gospel, one was 
inconsistent or a “half-hearted” Calvinist. This missionary-minded minister believed 
that evangelists who made such offers were merely exercising the same Calvinism 
that was evident in the Puritans and in the leaders of  the First Great Awakening 
like Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield.

Fuller’s theology, commonly known as “Fullerism,” was an impetus to the 
modern missionary movement which sent men like William Carey across the globe 
to preach the gospel. This theology also led to a waning of  hyper-Calvinism during 
the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century. His work presented a 
strong apologetic against the hyper-Calvinists’ claim that it was inconsistent with 
Calvinism to present offers or a universal invitation to the gospel.

Conclusion: Calvinism, Hyper-Calvinism, and the “Modern Question”
The eighteenth-century debate between Calvinism and hyper-Calvinism 

chronologically surrounded the evangelistic ministry of  George Whitefield. While 
men contended over whether one should present offers of  grace, Whitefield 
preached the gospel in the fields of  England and America. While John Gill and 
John Brine asserted that unconverted persons had no duty to accept the gospel, 
the English itinerant preached to large audiences in meeting houses. Throughout 
his ministry, however, there is no evidence that Whitefield formally entered a 
discussion whose subject pertained directly to the type of  ministry to which the 
itinerant dedicated his life—evangelism. 

Whitefield’s apparent absence in this debate prompts several questions. What 
did George Whitefield believe regarding the subject of  presenting offers to the 
gospel or universal invitations? Like hyper-Calvinists, did he preach doctrines about 
salvation, yet not make offers of  salvation to his hearers?  Did he believe that his 
hearers were responsible or possessed a duty to accept the gospel? Would he agree 
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with Fuller’s contention that making universal offers or invitations to the gospel 
was consistent for five-point Calvinists? Would he also share Fuller’s claim that 
one who believes in particular redemption can still present universal invitations to 
the gospel? Would Whitefield not agree with either Fuller or the hyper-Calvinists? 
Did he possess a viewpoint regarding the above issues that differed from both 
sides in the debate? 

Conclusion
This article discussed the historical and theological context surrounding George 

Whitefield’s ministry in the American colonies. It concluded with a presentation 
of  the eighteenth-century debates between Calvinists and hyper-Calvinists, during 
the time of  Whitefield’s ministry, over granting universal invitations and over 
whether non-elect hearers are responsible to respond affirmatively to the gospel. 
The next installments in this series on Whitefield will focus on answering some 
of  the questions mentioned in the section above regarding Whitefield’s theology 
and methodology of  evangelism.
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