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Standard Fare

Editorial: 
A Response to the NIV Translators

Denny Burk
Editor, Journal for Biblical Manhood & Womanhood

Associate Professor of Biblical Studies
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Louisville, Kentucky

Last Spring, CBMW released an in-depth 
review of the translation of gender terminology in 
the 2011 revision of the NIV.1 Last June, the transla-
tors of the NIV released a two-page response on the 
NIV website.2 The translators raise several impor-
tant issues in their paper, so I will summarize their 
concerns here and offer a brief response to each. 

(1) CBMW has a theological agenda that has 
skewed their analysis of the NIV, but the NIV 
translators have no such agenda. 

There are two main problems with this objec-
tion. First, it is not true the NIV translators have 
no theological point of view. In fact, the letter itself 
says that the translators “mirror the spectrum of 
evangelicalism” and include both “complemen-
tarians and egalitarians.” It may be the case that 
the committee is not monolithic in its theological 
point of view, but make no mistake that the trans-
lators do individually have a point of view. To say 
that those points of view have no influence over 
their translation decisions seems a rather extraor-
dinary claim.

We do not know the internal discussions that 
went on within the NIV’s Committee on Bible 
Translation (CBT) over gender language, but it is 
well known that some CBT members have pub-
lished strong defenses of an egalitarian position. 
It is certainly possible that their viewpoints had a 
strong influence on the CBT’s decisions. 

Second, CBMW’s theological point of view 
does not necessarily invalidate the substance of the 
critique. CBMW’s review brings together a tre-
mendous amount of data, and the data is cited time 
and again as the basis of the evaluation. At this 
point, it falls to the translators to engage CBMW’s 
handling of the data. Simply citing CBMW’s theo-
logical point of view is not a compelling response.

(2) CBMW fails to take into account the Collins 
Report data which proves that NIV translators 
made decisions that reflect the state of modern 
English. 

CBMW offered two reviews. One is a white 
paper released through CMBW’s website, and the 
other is a review I published in the Spring 2011 
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issue of JBMW.3 There is considerable overlap 
between the reviews, but the second one goes into 
greater detail on some finer points. The JBMW 
review does, in fact, deal with the Collins data and 
shows that the Collins Report does not prove what 
the translators think it proves. The translators erro-
neously conclude that a decline in usage of a certain 
idiom must also mean a decline in understandabil-
ity. But this is not true as is evidenced by the fact 
that the NIV itself on many occasions continues to 
use generic masculine pronouns. 

Vern Poythress’s recent article in Westminster 
Theological Journal deals extensively with the rel-
evance of the Collins Report data, and he gets to 
the heart of the matter: 

People can recognize vocabulary items 
that they never use in their own speech. 
They can read and understand sentences 
that they themselves would never think 
of producing. Similarly, people can rec-
ognize and understand generic “he” even 
if they do not use it themselves.... The 
translators must consider whether read-
ers will understand what the translators 
write, not primarily whether readers use 
the very same language in their own 
speech. Constructions that are less com-
mon, but still natural and intelligible, can 
safely be employed in communication. 
And then the conclusion follows: these 
less common constructions need to be 
employed whenever their employment 
results in greater accuracy.4

(3) CBMW’s criticism of NIV’s rendering of  
1 Tim 2:12 is based on “guilt-by-association” 
with Philip Payne, but in actuality the NIV 
rendering is adopted widely by both egalitarians 
and complementarians.

Both reviews from CBMW argue that 
“assume authority” is an egalitarian rendering. The 
NIV translators, however, argue that the render-
ing is neutral, despite the fact that this rendering 
was favored in print by a leading egalitarian scholar 
before the publication of the NIV. The transla-
tors are saying that Philip Payne’s work (including 
his 2008 article in New Testament Studies) had no 

influence over their rendering. In any case, whether 
they meant to or not, their rendering is one that is 
favored by egalitarians.

One other item is worthy of note on this ren-
dering. By their own admission, “assume author-
ity” is neutral where the previous rendering “have 
authority” was not. In other words, the 1984 NIV 
favored an interpretation that supported a comple-
mentarian point of view. The 2011 NIV now has a 
rendering that can be used to support an egalitar-
ian view. If we accept the translators’ argument that 
“assume authority” is neutral (which I don’t), the 
translators have nevertheless acknowledged that 
the egalitarian view is no longer excluded by the 
NIV’s rendering of 1 Tim 2:12. This is a tremen-
dous reversal on the most contested verse in the 
gender debate.

(4) CBMW has a simplistic view of word 
meaning—as if words can only have one 
meaning.

Of course this is not how the CBMW reviews 
treat the meanings of words. Scholars on both 
sides of the debate recognize that words have a 
semantic range, and their meaning in a given text is 
determined by context. For example in the JBMW 
review, I write about the meaning of anthrōpos in 
2 Tim 2:2. I acknowledge that anthrōpos can be a 
generic reference to “human beings” or it can be 
used to refer to male persons only. Context is king, 
and I argue at length that context determines this 
particular use of anthrōpos as masculine. We know 
that words can have more than one meaning. 

However, we also recognize that the meanings 
of words are not infinitely elastic, as if any word  
could take any meaning. Our objection to the 
new NIV is when it strays outside of recognized, 
well-established ranges of meanings of very com-
mon words. For example, the Greek word adelphos 
(“brother”) occurs 1,269 times in the New Testa-
ment and the Septuagint, and the singular form 
never means “brother or sister.” The word patēr 
(“father”) occurs 1,861 times, and the singular form 
never takes the gender-neutral sense “parent.” The 
word huios (“son”) occurs 5,581 times, and the sin-
gular form never means “child.” Yet the NIV often 
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translates these singular terms in gender-neutral 
ways, and in so doing it exceeds the legitimate 
boundaries on the range of meanings of these words.

(5) CBMW has failed to acknowledge that many 
translations (including the ESV) make changes 
that appear to “avoid” masculine terminology.

Yes, other translations make changes that 
change earlier masculine-specific terminology to 
something that is not masculine-specific. But they 
do this only when the original Hebrew or Greek text 
did not have a masculine-specific meaning. This objec-
tion quite simply misses the whole point of our cri-
tique. The issue is not about grammatical gender 
but about the implication of biological gender that 
would or would not have been plain to the origi-
nal readers. Where the original Greek and Hebrew 
texts encode masculine meaning, it should be 
brought out in English translation. And it is here 
that we find hundreds of examples of the 2011 
NIV falling short. In over 3,000 places it removes 
the masculine meaning that would have been evi-
dent to the original readers of the Bible.

I want to say that I have the utmost respect 
for the scholarship represented by the NIV trans-
lators. I am personally indebted to the work of 
Douglas Moo, Craig Blomberg, Gordon Fee, Bill 
Mounce, et al., and I am grateful for their vast con-
tributions to the evangelical cause. I do not think 
it is for a lack of scholarship or hard work on their 
part that we have these differences over the 2011 
NIV. We have a philosophical difference over the 
best way to render the Bible into English when 
there is a clear masculine meaning in the original 
Hebrew or Greek text, and at numerous points this 
difference has implications for the Bible’s gender 
language in English. 

ENDNOTES
 1“An Evaluation of Gender Language in the 2011 Edition of the 

NIV Bible,” available at https://www.cbmw.org/images/articles_
pdf/cbmw%20final%20analysis%20of%202011%20niv.pdf. 

 2The response from the translators of the NIV is available at http://
www.niv-cbt.org/wp-content/uploads/cbt-response-to-cbmw-
review.pdf. 

 3Denny Burk, “The Translation of Gender Terminology in the NIV 
2011,” Journal for Biblical Manhood and Womanhood 16, no. 1 
(2011): 17–33. This review is available online at the JBMW web-
site: www.cbmw.org/journal.

 4Vern S. Poythress, “Gender Neutral Issues in the New International 
Version of 2011,” Westminster Theological Journal 73 (2011): 91.
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Odds & Ends
Will the CBF Really Pay Churches to Consider 
a Woman as Pastor?

It must have seemed like a good idea at the 
time. Associated Baptist Press reports that a state 
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship is now offering 
financial incentives in order to encourage pulpit 
search committees to consider women candidates.

According to the report, “The CBF of Mis-
souri offered Sept. 17 to pay interview, travel and 
other expenses incurred by search committees will-
ing to ‘include a woman candidate in the process … 
treating her as a top candidate even if she isn’t actu-
ally one of the top candidates,’ CBFMO Associate 
Coordinator Jeff Langford explained in a handout 
distributed at a Coordinating Council meeting at 
Memorial Baptist Church in Columbia, Mo.”

No, I am not making this up. Langford added, 
“Even if the church isn’t ready, the search commit-
tee may discover a remarkable candidate along the 
way that changes their perspective, either for the 
current search or for a future one.”

The motivation for the concept is clear—those 
who are offering these incentives are frustrated that 
few churches are calling women as senior pastors. 
According to the ABP report, the idea to offer 
financial incentives came out of a meeting in which 
several other ideas were also offered. This is the idea 
that made headlines.

Though the CBF promotes women as pastors, 
a 2005 study indicated that few of its own churches 
had called, or had even considered calling, a woman 
as pastor. The authors of that study stated their 
findings in clear terms:

Never before have so many Baptist 
women officially served as pastors and 
co-pastors, and yet statistically the great 
majority of Baptist churches affiliated 
with the Alliance, BGAV, BGCT, and 
CBF have not called women to serve as 
pastor.

Even within the ranks of the Cooperative 
Baptist Fellowship, where the leadership sincerely 
supports women as senior pastors, their churches 
are still very unlikely to call a woman as pastor. 
There are a few highly visible women who do serve 
in senior pastor positions, but they are rare excep-
tions to the general rule.

My point is not to accuse the Cooperative 
Baptist Fellowship or its leadership of hypocrisy, for 
there is no reason to question the sincerity of their 
beliefs. I believe that their convictions are wrong, 
not that their stance is insincere. Indeed, their frus-
tration at the slow pace of change in this regard 
seems authentic—thus this new policy in Missouri.

And yet, the policy does seem clumsy, at best. 
Paying search committees to consider women as 
top candidates? That is awkward enough. But, pay-
ing them to treat a woman “as a top candidate even 
if she isn’t actually one of the top candidates”? That 
seems absolutely desperate, and one can only won-
der if women seeking pastorates would consider 
this a step forward.

Kathy Pickett, moderator-elect of the Mis-
souri CBF and pastor of congregational life at Hol-
meswood Baptist Church in Kansas City, voiced 
her own concerns that women might be harmed by 
the proposal. She was especially concerned about 
young women graduating from seminaries, who 
might be misled by the policy. “There is a hope-
fulness that something is going to change when it 
likely isn’t going to,” she said.

The Missouri proposal, though hard to believe 
at first glance, is also deeply revealing. Those who 
believe that women should be senior pastors believe 
that the slow progress toward the acceptance of 
female pastors is rooted in enduring prejudice against 
women. Those of us who believe that the Bible pre-
cludes women from serving as pastors, on the other 
hand, believe that this pattern reveals the endurance 
of a biblical instinct, even among those who believe, 
at some level, that women should be pastors.
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The theological distance between the Coop-
erative Baptist Fellowship and the Southern Baptist 
Convention continues to grow. This development 
out of Missouri makes that point in an unmistak-
able way. It will not be the last development to do so.

Source: Vicki Brown, “CBFMO Offers Incentive 
for Churches to Consider Women as Pastors,” Associated 
Baptist Press, Tuesday, September 27, 2011.

— R. Albert Mohler

Gay Marriage and the Slippery Slope
Gay marriage supporters tend to have little 

tolerance for slippery slope arguments that com-
pare gay marriage to other illegal relationships like 
incest and polygamy. I know that I have seen impa-
tience with that kind of argument countless times. 
Despite protestations to the contrary, the slippery 
slope is a reality, and that fact comes into clear view 
in a recent article from The New York Times website. 
In an online forum about the future of marriage, 
Stanford law professor, Ralph Richard Banks, con-
tributes a piece to the forum titled, “How Moral 
Norms Evolve.” He writes,

What now of the two remaining criminal 
prohibitions of intimate relationships: 
incest and polygamy? Even as same sex 
and interracial relationships are accepted, 
Americans are now imprisoned for incest 
or polygamy.

The cases against polygamy and incest 
are not nearly as strong as most people 
imagine….

Over time, our moral assessments of 
these practices will shift, just as they 
have with interracial marriage and same 
sex marriage. We will begin to take seri-
ously questions that now seem beyond 
the pale: Should a state be permitted 
to imprison two cousins because they 
have sex or attempt to marry? Should a 
man and two wives be permitted to live 
together as a family when they assert that 
their religious convictions lead them to 
do so?

Another contributor to this forum—Judith 
Stacey—decries same-sex marriage as forcing 
sexual relationships into a one-on-one mold. In 
“unequal Opportunity,” Stacey argues that our 
family laws should recognize a wide array of pos-
sible sexual arrangements. She writes,

As the united States gradually makes the 
membership rules to marriage gender-
inclusive, it risks deepening our sharp 
class and race disparities in marriage and 
family life. If we wish to avoid this fate, 
we should not be celebrating the benefits 
of marriage. Instead we need to develop 
family policies that give greater recogni-
tion and resources to the growing array 
of families formed, as Nancy Polikoff 
titled her book, Beyond (Straight and 
Gay) Marriage. 

If anyone is still doubting the legitimacy of 
the slippery slope, think again. We are already well 
down the hill. Revisionists are not simply trying 
to redefine marriage; they are trying to destroy it. 
Welcome to the moral revolution of our time.

— Denny Burk

A Female President?
Michele Bachmann’s much-ballyhooed run 

for the Republican nomination for President has 
revived discussion about the propriety of women 
assuming positions of leadership in public life. 
What is often missed in these discussions is that 
fact that there is no single complementarian view 
on the role of women in public life. The best sum-
mary of complementarian conviction is the Dan-
vers Statement, and it is silent on the matter.

The Danvers Statement reveals a consensus 
understanding of Scripture on some broad themes 
but allows for differences on some others. For 
example, Danvers complementarians agree that 
the Bible teaches a principle of male headship that 
is rooted in God’s original, good creation. They 
also recognize that the New Testament specifically 
enjoins believers to order their homes and their 
churches in light of this principle. But the Dan-
vers Statement does not give specific directives as 
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to how these principles might apply outside of the 
home and the church.

Complementarians who apply male headship 
outside the church and the home do so on the basis 
of a broad biblical theme (headship as a creation 
principle), not on the basis of specific apostolic 
commands (see for example the guidelines from 
Piper and Grudem, Recovering Biblical Manhood 
and Womanhood, 44–45, 50–52). That is why John 
Piper and Wayne Grudem have said, “As we move 
out from the church and the home we move fur-
ther from what is fairly clear and explicit to what 
is more ambiguous and inferential” (Ibid., 88). 
Nevertheless, in settings outside of the church and 
home, Piper and Grudem encourage women not to 
assume roles of “directive” and “personal” leadership 
over men. Still, they are careful not to forbid any 
particular occupation to women:

When it comes to all the thousands of 
occupations and professions, with their 
endlessly varied structures of manage-
ment, God has chosen not to be spe-
cific about which roles men and women 
should fill…. For this reason we focus 
(within some limits) on how these roles 
are carried out rather than which ones 
are appropriate (Piper and Grudem, 
“An Overview of Central Concerns,” in 
Recovering Biblical Manhood & Woman-
hood, 89). 

My own view on these matters matches pretty 
closely John Piper’s. Piper spelled-out his views in 
2008 when Sarah Palin was running for vice-pres-
ident of the united States. Even though he argues 
that a woman should not be commander-in-chief, 
he does not rule out that in some situations a 
woman would be better than a man. He writes,

If our roles are rooted in the way God 
created us as male and female, then these 
differences shape the way we live every-
where and all the time. 

Add to this that the Bible does not 
encourage us to think of nations as 
blessed when women hold the reins of 

national authority (Isaiah 3:12). Nor 
in the Bible were women part of those 
conscripted to fight the battles for Israel 
(Numbers 1:20). 

These and other teachings in Scripture 
incline me to believe that manhood and 
womanhood are not mere social con-
structs. They are rooted in God’s design 
for creation. They are meant to shape cul-
ture, not merely be shaped by culture…. 

A person with my view may very well 
vote for a woman to be President if the 
man running against her holds views and 
espouses policies that may, as far as we 
can see, do more harm to more people 
than we think would be done by elect-
ing a woman President and thus exalt-
ing a flawed pattern of womanhood. In 
my view, defending abortion is far worse 
sin for a man than serving as Vice Presi-
dent is for a woman (“Why a Woman 
Shouldn’t Run for Vice President, but 
Wise People May Still Vote for Her,” 
November 2, 2008, desiringgod.org).

— Denny Burk

The Emergent Woodstock Tackles Gender
Last June, a new conference launched in a 

wooded area just outside of Raleigh-Durham, 
North Carolina. The meeting was called “The Wild 
Goose Festival,” and it was a conference/music 
festival for emergent church types. The meeting 
featured an all-star cast of theological liberals and 
progressives. And at least one report says that 1,500 
people attended the four-day event. According to 
the conference website, here’s what “The Wild 
Goose Festival” is all about:

The Wild Goose is a Celtic metaphor for 
the Holy Spirit. We are followers of Jesus 
creating a festival of justice, spirituality, 
music and the arts. The festival is rooted 
in the Christian tradition and therefore 
open to all regardless of belief, ethnicity, 
gender, sexuality, denomination or reli-
gious affiliation.
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There were several open discussions of gen-
der and sexuality at the meeting. On his website 
(http://www.patheos.com/blogs/tonyjones), Tony 
Jones describes the impact these discussions had 
on him:

Based on my experience on this blog and 
at the Wild Goose Festival, a lot of Chris-
tians really want to talk about sexuality; 
and … many Christians are ready for our 
conversations about sexuality to expand 
beyond “what to do with the gays,” and 
instead have a more fully-orbed dialogue 
about sexuality and human identity.   I 
also know that, for the first time in my 
life I’ve met Christians who are in “open” 
marriages or are practicing polyamory—
and I’m committed that my theological/
ethical response to them be both Chris-
tian and pragmatic/realistic. 

I think that Tony Jones’ remarks are a sad, but 
predictable commentary on the trajectory of liberal 
downgrade. Jones has not only reaffirmed his sup-
port for gay relationships among Christians but also 
spoken of open marriages and polyamory as faith-
ful expressions of what it means to follow Jesus. His 
remarks also tell you everything you need to know 
about the “Wild Goose Festival.” The conference 
consists by and large of former evangelicals leaving 
the evangelical faith for a mess of pottage known 
as theological liberalism. As Machen argued nearly 
100 years ago, liberal Christianity is no Christian-
ity at all. And therein is the tragedy.

— Denny Burk



JBMW | Fall 2011   9

Confusing a Covenant with a Contract: 
The Deeper Problem behind  
Pat Robertson’s Bad Advice

Timothy Paul Jones
Associate Professor of Leadership and Family Ministry

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
Louisville, Kentucky

In September 2011, television host Pat Rob-
ertson declared that a man might be justified in 
divorcing his Alzheimer’s-afflicted spouse as long 
as the man enlisted someone to look “after her” and 
to provide “custodial care.” Robertson defended his 
declaration by defining such diseases as “a walk-
ing death” wherein the diseased person is already 
“gone.” Appealing to the husband’s need for “some 
kind of companionship,” Robertson declared that 
forbidding such a divorce was “the last thing” he 
would do.1

I was not exactly in unbiased circumstances 
when I first heard this news. I was sitting beside a 
dying man in my parents’ living room. The dying 
man was my father.

Less than a month earlier, the physician’s 
assistant had clicked through a half-dozen scans of 
my father’s cranial cavity. An undetected tumor in 
his left lung had sown four, perhaps five, cancerous 
lesions in his skull. Viewed from that inadequate 
perspective in which the body is a machine to be 
repaired if possible and discarded if necessary, no 
hope remained. Seen from the standpoint of the 
resurrection, these results signaled that a time was 
approaching when the “last enemy to be defeated” 
would rend my father’s spirit from his flesh (1 Cor 
15:26) until that future moment when the risen 
Christ returns for his own.

At that point, my mother made a decision. Not 

yet knowing if her husband’s body would persist 
many months or a few weeks, or what pain might 
mark his final hours, she chose that she would care 
for him to the end. If necessary, she would do this 
alone. She chose to walk this path without question 
or hesitation. From her perspective, nothing less 
could uphold the vows that she had affirmed nearly 
six decades earlier, when she herself was barely six-
teen: “For better or for worse; in sickness and in 
health; until death do us part.”

In this way, my mother, my wife and I, some 
siblings, and a niece began a journey alongside 
my father down that long dark hallway marked 
“Death.” He would not die in a sterile cell amid 
a conglomeration of medical experts. He would 
pass from this life among all the earthy oddities of 
home, surrounded by a community of amateurs—
“amateurs” both in the modern meaning of “non-
experts” and in the etymological sense of those who 
do what they do out of love.

And so, we watched and waited as a coun-
try pastor who had previously devoured multiple 
books every week became incapable of assessing 
whether his newspaper was right-side up. Cal-
loused fingers that had turned raw lumber into 
furniture and shaped simple chords on the neck of 
a guitar now clenched into gristly knots. Sentences 
once spoken with an inescapable Ozarks twang 
disintegrated into unaccented grunts and finally 

Essays & Perspectives
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into silent, liquid stares.
It was during these weeks that I first heard 

the religious broadcaster’s advice. I readily recog-
nize the distinctions between the relatively-rapid 
course of brain cancer and the slower processes of 
such diseases as Alzheimer’s and dementia. And 
yet, this sense that one is dealing with a soul that 
is already gone remains quite similar. By this point, 
my father’s existence no longer even qualified as “a 
walking death.” Walking had given way to a wheel-
chair, and wheeling a chair was quickly giving way 
to lifting and turning, feeding and diapering.

Contract or Covenant?
When Pat Robinson allowed for divorce in 

such circumstances, his unspoken assumption 
seems to have been that, once a terminal illness has 
stolen every possibility of companionship from a 
spouse, the vow to remain together until “death do 
us part” has been fulfilled. “Death” is thus defined 
in terms of the dying partner’s potential for a recip-
rocal relationship. When all such potential has 
ceased, “death” has already occurred.

Others have addressed how such advice makes 
a mockery of the gospel and reveals a defective 
view of the human body.2 But there is an underly-
ing, underexplored layer of thinking that enabled 
this faulty reasoning in the first place. What Pat 
Robertson’s line of reasoning revealed was a fun-
damental confusion regarding two very different 
concepts: covenant and contract.3

A contract joins two parties in an agreement 
regarding a mutual obligation. If either person fails 
to provide a particular benefit, the contract may be 
renegotiated. If marriage were a contractual agree-
ment, the end of reciprocity might rightly mark 
the death of the relationship. But marriage is not 
a contract. Marriage is a covenant. In covenants, 
persons do not simply agree regarding a set of 
abstract obligations; they give themselves to one 
another in loyal love. Covenants persist far past 
the capacity for reciprocity. Covenants bind peo-
ple together in lasting communities of spirit and 
flesh, sweat and blood.

And so, when God chose to cut a covenant 
with Abraham, he commanded the patriarch to 

hew five creatures in two, and God bound him-
self to Abraham by passing between these halved 
haunches and heads (Gen 15:7–21). Although the 
patriarch’s descendants failed to fulfill their part of 
this covenant ( Jer 11:10), God’s faithfulness never 
faltered. Before it was all over, God went so far as 
to establish a new covenant by means of the broken 
and bleeding body of his only Son (Luke 22:20). 
This new covenant stretches far beyond Abraham’s 
descendants to embrace all who will find their rest 
in Abraham’s crucified offspring (Gal 3:15–18; 
Eph 2:11–14).

Marriage is a divinely-designed picture of this 
covenant that God the Father established through 
his Son (Eph 5:25–33). And thus, for the Chris-
tian, marriage can never be a contract negotiated 
for the sake of mutual benefit. Marriage is a cov-
enant witnessed in the context of community, then 
consummated by the giving of two bodies as gifts 
to one another. “With my body, I thee wed,” the 
older liturgy declared, and this wedding of bodies 
does not end when one partner loses the capacity 
for companionship.

What marks the finalization of the marriage 
vow is nothing less than death itself with all the 
sting that this dark enemy brings. This is how Jesus 
has loved us, though with a single momentous 
point of distinction in light of the empty tomb: 
Because Christ has now endured and defeated the 
death that we deserve, not even death can derail his 
covenant with us. The Christian’s lifelong faithful-
ness in the momentary covenant of marriage allows 
the world to glimpse a shadow of the new covenant 
in Christ that not even the cemetery can stop.

“What If Grandpa Forgets About Jesus?”
This distinction between covenants and con-

tracts is no mere academic discussion. It matters at 
the most mundane and practical levels of life and 
faith. On one of my family’s many long trips to 
care for my father, a small voice from the back seat 
broke an extended silence.

“Daddy?”
“Yes, Skylar?”
Our nine-year-old stretched her head upward, 

and I saw two worried eyes in the rearview mirror.
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“What if Grandpa forgets about Jesus before 
he dies? Where will he go?”

It was an understandable question. A month 
or two earlier, Skylar and I had discussed why no 
one could be saved apart from explicit faith in Jesus. 
Over the past week, she had watched my father lose 
the names of children, grandchildren, and long-
time acquaintances. What if the same lesions that 
were leaching his awareness of family and friends 
and basic bodily functions misplaced his memories 
of Jesus as well?

Several seconds slipped by before I could 
speak past the lump that had lodged in my throat.

“Skylar,” I finally said. “What matters most is 
not whether Grandpa remembers Jesus but whether 
Jesus remembers him. God turned Grandpa’s heart 
to trust him many years ago, and Jesus will never 
forget him. No matter what, Jesus never forgets.”

That simple assurance was possible solely 
because we serve a God who operates not in terms 
of contractual reciprocity but on the basis of cov-
enantal fidelity. Christ’s commitment to his people 
does not depend on whether his bride provides him 
with “some kind of companionship.” It depends on 
a covenant that has been engraved in his flesh and 
confirmed by his blood.

Epilogue
On the eighteenth of September, about 

the time my father would typically have finished 
preaching his Sunday evening message, he opened 
his eyes and began to breathe in deep, ragged heaves. 
His last sensations in this life were the kisses of 
his wife and her assurances of love. She remained 
beside him to the end, past any time when he pos-
sessed any capacity to return her love. Such is the 
nature of a covenant.

On the first day of fall, we planted my father’s 
flesh in the stony red soil of southern Missouri. 
There, his body awaits the spring of resurrection, 
the consummation of the new covenant, the death 
of death itself. “For the trumpet will sound and the 
dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be 
changed.… Thanks be to God who gives us the vic-
tory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 15:52, 
57).

ENDNOTES
 1“700 Club,” Pat Robertson, Christian Broadcasting Network, Sep-

tember 13, 2011. 
 2Russell D. Moore, “Christ, the Church, and Pat Robertson” (Sep-

tember 15, 2011): http://www.russellmoore.com; Matthew Lee 
Anderson, “Why Pat Robertson is Wrong About Divorce”: http://
www.relevantmagazine.com. 

 3My thinking about contracts and covenants has been substantively 
shaped by Elmer Martens, God’s Design (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1981), 72–73. 
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Play the Man
Kevin DeYoung

Senior Pastor
University Reformed Church (RCA)

East Lansing, Michigan

Some of you have probably followed Effemi-
gate—the recent controversy to follow Seattle Pas-
tor Mark Driscoll. The timeline looks like this: last 
Spring Driscoll posted something on Facebook 
about effeminate worship leaders. Christian blog-
ger Rachel Held Evans called Driscoll a bully. Over 
at the World blog, Anthony Bradley criticized 
Evans’ comments as libel. Even Brian McLaren 
added his two cents with a predictable morality tale 
about two kinds of “evangelicals.” In a subsequent 
post Driscoll called his Facebook line “a flippant 
comment.” He reports that his executive elders sat 
him down and challenged him “to do better by hit-
ting real issues with real content in a real context.” 
This is wise counsel. Driscoll’s Facebook comment 
was bound to create more heat than light. It was an 
unwise way to talk about a serious issue.1

I don’t need to say anything more about the 
controversy itself. Like most web-storms, this one 
blew over quickly. But the issues under the issue 
(as Driscoll puts it) are important and worth 
considering.

To that end, let me suggest three general prin-
ciples that should guide our discussion of biblical 
manhood.

(1) We must be aware which way the cultural 
winds are blowing. The reason for this awareness is 
not to go adrift with the culture, but to understand 
the times. In most American cities—especially 
cool cities like Seattle or Austin or New York—the 
ideas of male headship and female submission, or 
even gender distinctions in general, are strange, if 
not outright offensive. It’s safe to say the default 
position in America is not the biblical view of men 
and women. So wise faithful pastors should not 
be closet complementarians—who believe and do 
the right things when push comes to shove—but 

candid complementarians. If we don’t address these 
issues head on, the world will press thousands of 
Christians into its mold.

Of course, the flip side of this cultural aware-
ness should be a real desire for winsome, well-
seasoned speech. If the cultural winds are blowing 
against us, hoisting our sails to catch the breeze is 
wrong. But this doesn’t mean spitting into the wind 
is a good idea. There are occasions for provocation, 
but careful, patient, forthright instruction will usu-
ally gain the best hearing.

2. We need to be careful we don’t equate our 
preferred type of masculinity with biblical man-
hood. I know conservatives want to push back the 
tide of feminism and fight against the emascula-
tion of men in our culture, but offering stereotypes 
is not the way to do it. It is not fair to say, without 
qualification, “Real men hunt and fish. Real men 
like football. Real men watch ultimate fighting. 
Real men love Braveheart. Real men change the 
oil and chop firewood.” It’s one thing for pastors 
to give men permission to be like this. It’s another 
to prescribe that they must. You simply can’t prove 
from the Bible that manliness must look like Wil-
liam Wallace. If you insist on one way to be a man, 
you’re in danger of two things: (1) Hurting godly 
men who are manly but don’t do things with sports, 
cars, or the outdoors, and (2) making your particu-
lar expression of manhood the standard for every-
one else. And when complementarians overreach 
with their definition of manhood they play into the 
hands of those who say there is no definition of 
manhood at all.

On the other hand, a different set of Chris-
tians needs to be careful they don’t make Jesus—as 
the quintessential man—into a progressive beat-
nik. Some Christians reject the stereotype in the 
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previous paragraph, only to replace it with another. 
So Jesus—and therefore, every real man—hates all 
violence, protests social inequality, and probably 
painted with watercolors. Not only does this ignore 
Jesus the avenger (Revelation 6 and 19) or Jesus 
the friend of rich people (Zacchaeus), it flattens the 
biblical narrative into another predictably anachro-
nistic tale of how Jesus was a man exactly like me. 
So yes, Ted Nugent is not the only way to be a man. 
But that doesn’t mean Sting is the alternative.

3.  Most importantly, Christians must affirm 
and teach and model that men and women are 
different—biologically, emotionally, relationally. 
There are a lot of passages to which I could turn 
make this point, but I’ll limit myself to 1 Corin-
thians. Here we see that the husband is the head of 
his wife (1 Cor 11:3). We see men have a teaching 
role in the church that women do not have (14:34). 
We even see Paul use the phrase “act like men” as a 
synonym for courage (16:13; cf. 1 Kings 2:2). Gen-
der differences are real, and they matter. Little boys 
need to know what it means to be a man and not 
a woman. Little girls need to know what it means 
to be a woman and not a man. Gender identity 
and gender roles cannot be reversed without doing 
harm to God’s good design for the sexes.

Which brings us to the point Driscoll was try-
ing to make: Men are not women, and when men 
seem like women it is off-putting and unnatural. 
Here’s where things get dicey. I think the hyper-
masculine stereotypes are wrong and unhelpful. 
And yet … and yet, they are trying—albeit in a 
clumsy way—to recover something crucial. When 
Paul says that nature itself teaches that long hair is 
a disgrace to men (11:14), I don’t think he’s mak-
ing a universal statement about follicles. But he is 
making a universal statement about gender. The 
particulars of the exegesis can be challenging, but 
essentially Paul is making two points: (1) It isn’t 
right for men to be like women; and (2) How this 
plays out is somewhat determined by the culture. 
It was a girly thing to grow out your hair, so Paul 
rightly tells the men not to do it.

How does this apply in our day? That’s hard to 
say. Hopefully we could all agree with some obvi-
ous examples. “Does not nature itself teach you 

that if a man wears a dress it is a disgrace for him?” 
“Does not nature itself teach you that if a man puts 
on lipstick it is a disgrace for him?” But what else 
can we say as Christians? Can real men enjoy musi-
cal theater and ballet and fine clothing? Surely they 
can and do. But on the other hand, if you met a guy 
who told you his favorite thing in the whole world 
was shopping for shoes, his favorite show was Say 
Yes to the Dress, and he got most of his news from 
The View, you would be right to be concerned.

I don’t know how and where to draw every 
line, but 1 Cor 11:14 has to mean something in 
our day. I know the questions are out there, like 
whether your average dude can wax his chest or 
whether he should do most of the driving on the 
family vacation. I’m not addressing all the nitty-
gritty problems of application. But before we get 
to those we need to see the general principle: the 
Bible teaches that men can be effeminate but that 
they shouldn’t be.

Driscoll’s mistake was not in taking the prob-
lem of effeminate men too seriously, but in making 
a flippant comment about something he knows to 
be a serious problem. In a day when certain men—
from pirates to figure skaters to stand up come-
dians—wear eyeliner, and the typical sitcom dad 
is a henpecked oaf, we are overdue for some hard 
conversations about what manhood is supposed to 
look like. The Bible does not give us every specific 
detail we might want when it comes to defining 
masculinity. But it does start by telling us—and this 
is essential and by no means obvious to the world 
around us—that it is disgraceful for men to be 
women. Not because there is anything wrong with 
acting womanly, of course. Praise God, women do 
it all the time. What is wrong is when men think it 
is no big deal for them to do it too.

ENDNOTES
 1Here are links to the websites mentioned in this paragraph, all of 

which were accessed on August 4, 2011: Rachel Held Evans, 
http://rachelheldevans.com/mark-driscoll-bully; Anthony Brad-
ley, http://online.worldmag.com/2011/07/13/libel-is-not-love; 
Brian McLaren, http://brianmclaren.net/archives/blog/two-
roads-diverged-in-the-evange.html; Mark Driscoll, http://there-
surgence.com/2011/07/13/the-issue-under-a-lot-of-issues. 
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Love the One You’re With1

Jeremy Pierre
Assistant Professor of Biblical Counseling

The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
Louisville, Kentucky

After C. S. Lewis lost his wife, Helen, to can-
cer, he realized he didn’t have a single good picture 
of her. Maybe that’s hard to grasp in our culture of 
profile pics from every angle, but he wasn’t upset 
about it. In fact, he saw the distinct advantage of 
lacking a quality image of his wife. He wrote, “I 
want H., not something that is like her. A really 
good photograph might become in the end a snare, 
a horror, and an obstacle.”

How could a photo of the woman he loved 
become a snare? Because in the absence of the real 
person, he saw his tendency to fill the image with 
his own fancy. In fact, this was one of the promi-
nent themes for Lewis in A Grief Observed. He was 
terrified at the prospect of shaping Helen into a 
phantom of his own making. Particularly alarming 
was his inclination to long for certain aspects of 
Helen’s personality more than others. Of course, he 
would never intentionally import something ficti-
tious about her, but, he mused, “Won’t the compo-
sition inevitably become more and more my own?” 
What worried Lewis most was that Helen would 
become to him merely an extension of himself, of 
his old bachelor pipe-dreams.

Spousal Resistance
Lewis illuminates an overlooked gift in mar-

riage: spousal resistance. I am not talking about red-
faced tension or caustic defiance. I mean the simple 
fact that your spouse is a real person whose very 
existence will not conform to the image you have of 
him or her. Spousal resistance anchors you to reality, 
a reality in which God calls you to love your actual 
spouse, not your preferred one. Lewis observed, “All 
reality is iconoclastic. The earthly beloved, even in 
this life, incessantly triumphs over your mere idea 

of her. And you want her too; you want her with all 
her resistances, all her faults, all her unexpectedness. 
That is, in her foursquare and independent reality. 
And this, not any image or memory, is what we are 
to love still, after she is dead.”

And, I would argue, when she is alive, too. 
As odd as it sounds, we can be thankful for the 
thousands of little disagreements that season the 
marital relationship, the countless differences of 
perspective that make it alive. These indicate that 
you are interacting with an independent being, one 
you’ve been entrusted with to love sacrificially.

The Original and Best
The very essence of sacrificial love is accom-

modating another rather than expecting another to 
accommodate self. Taking Lewis’s insight, then, we 
should be suspicious of our tendency to admire only 
those characteristics we approve of in our spouse 
and to revise those we don’t. When remembering a 
deceased spouse, this is bad enough; you aren’t lov-
ing her, but an edited memory of her. When serv-
ing a living spouse, it is worse; you aren’t pursuing 
her, but what you hope she will be. Far better is to 
love the original, not your revised edition. After all, 
you’re an original, too.

Loving the original requires lifelong adjust-
ment on your part, and this deference is a key proof 
of the marital love to which Christians are called 
(Eph 5:21–33). Don’t be discouraged when you 
don’t see eye-to-eye with your spouse. Where there 
is no disagreement, no annoyance, no resistance, 
there is no opportunity for sacrifice. If we love only 
what is pleasing to us in our spouse, we are loving 
only our preferences. We don’t need the gospel to 
do that.
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We do need it to free us from our tendency to 
adjust one another constantly to our liking. Jesus 
came to serve an impulsive Peter, a distracted Mar-
tha, a dubious Thomas. And he came to serve a 
silly person like each one of us. And yes, Christ’s 
redemptive love changes us by degree, but this 
change is about conformity to righteousness, not 
conformity to personal preference.

So if your wife laughs too easily for your taste, 
love her for it. If she’s more pessimistic than you 
prefer, minister to her fears. If your husband is qui-
eter in social gatherings than you’d like, be grateful 
for it. If he has more difficulty making plans than 
you think reasonable, come alongside happily. In all 
the little spousal resistances, celebrate the privilege 
of loving a person, not an image.

As Lewis said, reality is iconoclastic. And 
thank God this is especially true in marriage.

ENDNOTES
 1This essay originally appeared at www.thegospelcoalition.org, and 

it is used here with permission.
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From Him, through Him, to Him1

Nancy Leigh DeMoss 
Author, Teacher

Revive Our Hearts
Niles, Michigan

On a recent trip to Colorado, I joined some 
adventurous friends on a day-long “jeeping” excur-
sion in the Rocky Mountains. It was an unforget-
table experience. Maneuvering around one hairpin 
curve after another, we made our way higher and 
higher up (and later back down) the narrow, some-
times treacherous, mountain trails. At times, we 
found ourselves perilously close to the edge, peer-
ing down the side of the mountain, wondering how 
much further we had to climb to make it to the 
peak. We got out and hiked at points, our breathing 
increasingly labored in the thin air, watching our 
steps ever so carefully, so as not to lose our footing 
on the steep trails. 

When we finally reached the summit, tower-
ing over 13,000 feet, our effort was rewarded, as we 
climbed out of our vehicle and looked down and 
around at the breathtaking view that surrounded 
us on every side. We were awestruck by the beauty, 
the magnificence, the handiwork of God on full 
display.

That worshipful experience comes to mind 
when I read a passage of Scripture I’d like us to 
consider together—a passage that I believe is at the 
heart of the True Woman movement: 

Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom 
and knowledge of God! How unsearch-
able are His judgments and how inscru-
table His ways! “For who has known the 
mind of the Lord, or who has been His 
counselor?” “Or who has given a gift to 
Him that he might be repaid?” For from 
Him and through Him and to Him 
are all things. To Him be glory forever. 
Amen (Rom 11:33–36).

When the apostle Paul wrote these words to 
the church in Rome, I believe he was experienc-
ing a sense much like what we felt at the top of 
that Rocky Mountain pass. Let me give you some  
context. In the first eleven chapters of Romans,  
Paul lays out the basic doctrines of our faith—
the sinfulness of man, the amazing grace of God, 
the salvation that is possible for us through Jesus 
Christ. Then, in the remainder of the book—chap-
ters 12 through 16—Paul makes practical applica-
tion of everything he has written before. If the first 
eleven chapters are the “what” of the gospel, the 
last part of Romans is the “so what”—how are we 
to live in light of these great truths? And the dox-
ology of Rom 11:33–36 serves as a bridge between 
the two.

Just prior to these words, in chapters 9–11 (a 
section of Scripture that’s admittedly difficult to 
understand and one many are prone to skip over), 
Paul explores the mysteries of God’s sovereign, 
electing grace, God’s plan for redeeming both Jews 
and Gentiles. He talks about Israel’s past, present, 
and future role in God’s great redemptive story. He 
explains how in God’s sovereignty, the Jews’ rejec-
tion of Christ is actually the means by which Gen-
tiles have come to accept Him as Savior. Then he 
writes about how in God’s great mercy He will yet 
fulfill His plan for Israel in spite of their rejection.

I’m oversimplifying to try summarizing such 
magnificent doctrines in a single paragraph, but 
even in the space of a few sentences, we clearly see 
that this divine plan is not the way we would have 
scripted the story. God has designed history in such 
a way that even human unbelief and rebellion can-
not thwart His final, eternal purposes. And I’m sure 
as Paul, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, 
began scratching out these words and concepts in 
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written form, he—like we—was left to scratch his 
head and ask the Lord, “How did You come up 
with this?”

So in a trek not unlike our Jeep ride in the 
Colorado mountains, in the first eleven chapters of 
his epistle to the Romans, Paul scales higher and 
higher through the astounding mysteries of God, 
weaving his way through one difficult passage after 
another. At the end of chapter 11 he finally reaches 
the summit, where he can look back down over the 
path he has taken. He pauses to take in the awe-
some view beneath and around him: the sover-
eignty of God, His electing mercy and grace, His 
eternal plan for the ages. 

And as Paul pauses to contemplate it all, he is 
suddenly struck speechless. Words fail to explain 
the view, just as there are no adequate words to 
capture the snow-streaked, aspen-lined glories 
of God’s western American mountainscape from 
thousands of feet above the surface. I can still see 
it, but I can’t quite describe it. And Paul, sensing all 
of this and infinitely more, breaks out into a hymn 
of praise, like crashing cymbals in the finale of a 
symphonic masterpiece.

“Oh, the depth ... how unsearchable ... how 
inscrutable ... to Him be glory forever.”

Deeper Still
This paragraph in Romans may seem like an 

odd place to launch into a discussion on true wom-
anhood. At first glance, it may not appear to have 
much to do with the subject. However, as I have 
meditated on Paul’s words, I have been reminded 
that they are foundational to what it means to be a 
true woman of God.

This passage provides a framework and context 
for our lives as women. It gives us a fixed reference 
point for our hearts. It tethers us to God’s ultimate, 
eternal purposes. It gives us a perspective—a grid—
for responding to His sovereign choices in our lives, 
especially those we cannot understand or explain.

And it all starts here: “Oh, the depth ...”
The Greek word translated “depth” in our 

Bibles is similar to our English word “bath.” The 
way we sink down into hot water in a bathtub—
until we’re submerged from neck to toe—the 

depths of God’s “riches and wisdom and knowl-
edge” overwhelm us. They rise above us. They roll 
beneath us. They float all around us. We just want 
to bathe in them.

On January 23, 1960, a u.S. Navy lieuten-
ant and a Swiss scientist took a deep-diving, sub-
mersible vessel known as a bathyscaphe down to 
the deepest spot on earth—the Marianas Trench, 
a chasm in the Pacific near the island of Guam. 
Seven miles straight down under the ocean’s sur-
face—35,800 feet—a massive, record-setting 
human feat. It took them nearly five hours, but they 
were finally able to locate the bottom of the ocean 
floor. Once there, you can go no farther.

This is not the case, however, with the depths 
of God. Five hours, five years, five whole lifetimes 
would not be enough to plumb the depths of His 
riches, wisdom, and knowledge. Try as you might, 
you can’t get your mind around them. He is inex-
haustible, limitless, immeasurable. “Oh, the depth ...”

But though we can never reach the bottom of 
God’s unfathomable ways, we do know what it’s like 
to reach the bottom of our own strength. Perhaps 
you’ve been there—perhaps you are there—down 
where life drags the floor of all human abilities, 
where everything feels hopeless and pointless and 
impossible to handle. This is where most women 
give up and call it quits, or slink away into a pit of 
bitterness, or turn their frustrations on those near-
est them—anything to cope with life at the bottom. 
But the true woman knows that deeper than her 
own limitations and problems, is the bedrock of 
God’s riches, wisdom, and knowledge. His unseen 
yet sovereign, eternal purposes are underneath it 
all, holding it all together.

It reminds me of the well-known account 
from Corrie ten Boom’s life, when her sister Bet-
sie, wasting away and dying in the Nazi concentra-
tion camp at Ravensbruck, urged her to “tell people 
what we have learned here ... that there is no pit so 
deep that He is not deeper still.”

This became the theme of Corrie’s ministry 
for the rest of her life. Miraculously released from 
the horrible conditions that had claimed her sis-
ter’s life, Corrie travelled the world into her eight-
ies, declaring the depths of the riches and wisdom 
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and knowledge and love of God. “They will listen 
to us, Corrie,” Betsie had told her. “They will listen 
to us because we have been here.”

Your problems may be deeper than ever. 
Your issues and challenges may never before have 
reached such depths as you’re experiencing now. 
But no matter how low they’ve taken you, there is 
something—Someone—who is deeper still. “The 
eternal God is your dwelling place, and underneath 
are the everlasting arms” (Deut 33:27).

“Oh, the depth of the riches ... of God”
Deep inside the earth are vast riches still wait-

ing to be found. Some estimate that six billion dollars’ 
worth of sunken treasure lies undiscovered, scattered 
across the darkened ocean depths of the globe. 

The world’s deepest gold mine, located near 
Johannesburg, South Africa, extends two full miles 
into the earth, having produced more than a hun-
dred million ounces—three thousand tons—of 
pure gold since it began operations in the early 
1950s. Once described as the eighth wonder of the 
world, the Driefontein mine employs nearly 17,000 
people who spend all day every day gathering 
gold from the earth. And still there’s more—this 
one mine is expected to produce at least a million 
ounces a year, for the next twenty years.2

But God’s riches go deeper still. 
Earlier in the book of Romans, Paul talks 

about the “riches of his kindness and forbearance 
and patience” (Rom 2:4), as well as “the riches of 
his glory” (9:23). In Ephesians he declares God to 
be “rich in mercy” (Eph 2:4), extolling the “riches of 
his grace, which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom 
and insight” (1:7–8). But unlike the riches on the 
ocean’s floor, which could eventually be collected 
if a way were available to reach them—unlike the 
riches of a gold mine, which eventually yields all 
the precious metal it contains—the gold in God’s 
mine will never be emptied. Never. It is limitless. It 
is inexhaustible. 

God will never experience economic collapse 
or even the slightest wave or bobble of uncertainty. 
When the Scripture addresses our human lacks 
and shortages, the promise is that “God will sup-
ply every need of yours according to his riches in 

glory in Christ Jesus” (Phil 4:19). His always-avail-
able provision for your needs will neither strain 
nor drain the budget of the Most High. Rather, it 
will continue pouring from His hand into your life, 
utterly free and fathomless, from His bottomless 
resources.

Whatever your need, whatever your deficit, 
the riches of God are more than what’s required. 

“Oh, the depth ... of the wisdom and knowledge  
of God” 

God knows everything—and everything about 
everything! Everything about the world, everything 
about history, everything about the future, every-
thing about elections, everything about economies 
and where they’re headed. And not only does He 
know all things from a comprehensive, macro per-
spective, He also knows everything in miniature, 
down to the tiniest detail. God has complete wis-
dom and knowledge; He knows everything about 
your life.

• He knows everything about your past, 
your present, and your future. 

• He knows the things you’ve done and 
the things that have been done to you. 

• He knows things you’ve never told a 
single soul. 

• He knows all about your family 
situation. 

• He knows all about your financial 
needs.

• He knows all about your physical 
challenges.

• He knows all about your motives.
• He knows all about your sins.
• He knows all about your fears and 

insecurities. 

He knows all of mine too. He knows it all. He 
knows everything.

The wisdom and knowledge of God are infi-
nitely greater than our own. The human mind could 
never have come up with a way that sinners could 
be justified and declared righteous before a holy 
God. No one has wisdom and knowledge like that. 
But the wisdom of God devised a way—before sin 
had even entered the world!
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And regardless of how complex, convoluted, or 
impossible your situation may seem or actually be 
right now, the wisdom of God is much more than 
adequate to walk you through it. “For the foolish-
ness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of 
God is stronger than men” (1 Cor 1:25).

“Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and 
knowledge of God!” 

Beyond Knowing
“How unsearchable are his judgments and how 

inscrutable his ways.” I like J. B. Phillips’ paraphrase 
of this verse: “How could man ever understand 
his reasons for action, or explain his methods of 
working?” Or as the King James Version puts it, 
His ways are “past finding out.” His decrees and 
decisions are “unsearchable”—they are beyond our 
human capacity to fathom.

“Inscrutable” is not a word we toss around in 
everyday conversation. Dictionary.com defines it 
this way: “incapable of being searched into or under-
stood by inquiry or study; impossible or difficult to 
be explained or accounted for satisfactorily; incom-
prehensible; not easily understood; mysterious.”

In other words, no matter how brilliant a per-
son may be, no matter how hard or long she works 
at it, she can never completely understand why (or 
how) God does what He does. It’s unknowable, 
unsearchable, inscrutable. That’s how Paul describes 
God’s judgments and His ways. 

Try doing a Google search on the “judgments 
of God,” and you’ll get 313,000 hits. Search the 
“ways of God,” and you’ll discover a million more. 
But even if you could take the time to investigate 
every one of these sites and all the various trails they 
could take you to, you’d barely have skimmed the 
surface of the depths of His ways. We simply can-
not know all that He is doing or why He does what 
He does. Those answers are hidden, locked away 
in the mind of God, and we have no choice but to 
leave them there. In fact, rather than demanding 
answers to our questions, we should trust that He 
knows what we need to know—as well as what we 
don’t—and that it is His kindness that withholds 
from us what would be too grand or painful for us 
to absorb in our mortal minds.

Years ago, I heard Pastor John Piper make a 
statement that resonated deeply in my heart. I’ve 
shared it with many others since then in various 
settings. He said, “In every situation and circum-
stance of your life, God is always doing a thousand dif-
ferent things that you cannot see and you do not know.” 
Though at times God reveals some portion of His 
will clearly to us, enough that we can detect a few 
things He is doing and say, “Oh, that makes sense,” 
the vast majority of His work is behind the scenes, 
providentially obscured from our view.

I repeated this statement of Pastor Piper’s 
recently while talking with a mom whose daughter 
has chosen a prodigal lifestyle. She looked back at 
me through tears, even as her face showed visible 
signs of relief. She said, “I need that quote hanging 
in my home where I can look at it all the time.” Yes, 
and all of us need it hanging in our hearts. God is 
at work. You may not see it. But you know it’s true.

“How unsearchable ...”
You will never be able to fully explore what 

God is doing in your life. You cannot possibly see 
the end or the outcome . . . not yet anyway. You can-
not fathom the means He has devised to fulfill His 
holy purposes through you. He doesn’t owe you an 
explanation. He is God, and He is working.

“How inscrutable ...”
Our inability to fathom God’s ways led Paul 

from exclamatory statements to three rhetorical 
questions found in verses 34 and 35, each with the 
same answer: “For who has known the mind of 
the Lord?” Answer? No one. “Or who has been his 
counselor?” No one. “Or who has given a gift to him 
that he might be repaid?” No one. No one. A thou-
sand times . . . no one.

How many times have you tried to tell God 
what He should do in a certain situation? How 
many times have you questioned whether He 
knows what He’s doing? How many times have 
you felt like He owed you something for all you’ve 
invested in trying to live for Him?

Job knew the feeling . . . and got this answer 
in response, amid several chapters’ worth of Levia-
than sightings and such: “Who has first given to 
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me, that I should repay him? Whatever is under the 
whole heaven is mine” ( Job 41:11).

Oh, dear sister, if we could just lay hold of this 
in our hearts. God doesn’t need to consult with any-
one about anything. He never needs input or coun-
sel, needs no guidance or advice—not from me, not 
from you, not from anyone. He possesses limitless 
wisdom. He never needs to call a hotline, use a life-
line, or phone directory assistance for information. 
He is altogether self-sufficient and independent. 
He never needs assistance from anything or anyone 
outside of Himself. 

How just the opposite we are—utterly, totally, 
absolutely dependent on Him. He doesn’t need 
us—we need Him! Even the seemingly simple 
task of drawing a single breath—in and out, just 
one time—requires lung capacity and involuntary 
muscle activity that is completely out of our hands, 
supported solely by the gracious provision of God. 
We cannot survive into the next split second if not 
for His aid and the strength He supplies.

God is everything we are not. He makes no 
mistakes. He’s not indebted to anyone, doesn’t owe 
us anything. Nothing ever just occurs to God. Noth-
ing ever surprises Him. He never has to scramble 
to come up with a solution. He has no sudden 
starts or emergency situations. This One who cares 
for us so completely doesn’t have to follow current 
events—He determines and foresees all events—
past, present, and future. He never needs to stop 
and figure out what His next move will be.

So, women of God, why would we ever need 
to get bent out of shape by something that’s not 
going our way? Why would we doubt that God is 
not only fully capable of providing our need, but 
that He has seen this challenge coming from far 
away and has been preparing us for it all along . . . 
that He is even now accomplishing “a thousand dif-
ferent things” through this very process of events?

Believing this leaves no place for doubt, or fear, 
or anger, or second-guessing, or disputing God’s 
choices. He is God, and we are not. It’s not up to 
us to understand it all. And why should we? We 
are covered and cared for by One who is sovereign 
and all-wise, whose thoughts are unfathomable, the 
depths of whose ways are impossible to plumb.

“How unsearchable ... how inscrutable ...”
And yet, we must acknowledge that His ways 

do not always seem right to human reason or sense. 
At times they can be hard, painful, or confusing 
(to us, not to Him!). In fact, we stand in a long 
line of sisters who have stood before the imponder-
able ways of God and been faced with the option of 
either demanding an answer or living in submitted 
trust.

• Sarah, whose husband’s wavering faith 
put her life in jeopardy on at least two 
occasions

• Ruth, widowed in a strange land, 
becoming the object of racism and 
hardship

• Hannah, suffering years of infertility, 
taunts, and unfulfilled longings for a 
child

• Mary, facing an unplanned, teenage 
pregnancy, having her soul pierced as 
she offered up her Son for the sins of 
the world

God’s ways for you—just as His ways for 
these women—will not always make sense to your 
human reasoning. They may mean physical chal-
lenges, weakness, weariness, aging, disease. His 
plan for your life may include financial hardship, 
family difficulties, infertility, a special needs child. 
It may mean a parent with Alzheimer’s, unfulfilled 
longings for a mate, loss of a husband or child, a 
prodigal son or daughter. The list could go on and 
on, taking you down paths you never envisioned, 
drawing a storyline you’d never have scripted.

But we stand in this line with the Lord Jesus, 
for whom the ways of God meant divesting Him-
self of His rights, experiencing rejection and ridi-
cule on a scale never known by anyone before or 
since, then ultimately enduring a cruel death on the 
cross. “How inscrutable.”

Your circumstances may be difficult. They may 
be hard to understand—incomprehensible to your 
feeble sense. It may seem that His plan is not work-
ing; you can’t imagine how the outcome could be 
anything but bleak.

But you can be assured that God doesn’t make 
mistakes. He has an eternal purpose in mind—a 
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plan for the display of His glory throughout all the 
universe. He is working out that plan, and you are 
a part of it.

You don’t have to know what He’s doing. Or 
why.

The fact is, He knows. And that’s all that really 
matters.

And if you trust Him, in time, you will thank 
Him for the treasures that have resulted from those 
trials. As a friend going through a deeply trying 
season with young adult children confided to me 
recently with tears, “If I hadn’t been through this, I 
wouldn’t know God the way I do. I wouldn’t desire 
Him the way I do.”

He’s Everything
Paul’s towering statements of truth can lead to 

only one conclusion: “For from him and through him 
and to him are all things” (Rom 11:36). Everything 
finds its true meaning and purpose in God’s mean-
ing and purpose. 

This is why true womanhood results in a 
God-centered life and perspective, a God-centered 
worldview, eternally tethered to who God is and 
His sovereign, inscrutable ways.

If you’re not there or are unwilling to go 
there—if you’re resisting the call of God for true 
womanhood—your life will be set adrift on a sea of 
shifting emotions and unruly ways of thinking. You 
are inviting depression and anger. You are tempting 
bitterness and confusion. You are fueling a mindset 
that will stay in constant disarray, with no reference 
point to provide any kind of stability for your life. 

Where you need to be is here: “From him 
and through him and to him are all things.” If you’re 
not there, you’ve missed the whole point of your 
existence.

“From him ... are all things.” 
He is the Source and origin of our existence. 

We have no life apart from Him. All things were 
created by Him. That means that every circum-
stance that touches your life and mine, including 
even severe loss and testing, comes into our lives 
through the filter of His sovereign hand. It means 
that the real issue behind any conflict you’re facing 

is not your husband, your kids, your singleness, or 
your health. In fact, to resist or resent the situation 
and circumstances in which you find yourself is 
ultimately to resent and resist God Himself. From 
Him are all things. 

“Through him ... are all things.” 
Not only is He the Source, but He is also the 

Sustainer, the one who “upholds the universe by 
the word of his power” (Heb 1:3), the one in whom 
“all things hold together” (Col 1:17). If not for His 
powerful word sustaining the sun, the moon, the 
stars, and the planets, the entire universe would all 
fall apart, including (of course) us. So when you feel 
like you just can’t hold things together any longer, 
guess what? You can’t hold anything together—not 
even for a second. But He can. And He does. 

“To him are all things.”
He is our supreme purpose. He is our goal. 

He created all things—including you and me—for 
Himself and His pleasure. How contrary this is 
to our natural perspective that says, “It’s all about 
me.” We live as though all things were from us, and 
through us, and to us, which leaves us depleted, 
fearful, angry, bitter, confused, and depressed. But 
God loves us too much to let us continue hurtling 
toward hopelessness and dissatisfaction. When we 
oppose His righteous, unsearchable judgments, He 
lovingly disciplines us as His children until we’re 
back in line with the way things really are, the way 
He created all things to operate.

Yes, God is the Source of all things, the sov-
ereign Lord and Director of all things, the Sus-
tainer of all things, and the supreme Goal of all 
things. That means nothing is beyond His ability 
to control, to transform, and to use for His glory 
and your good. In His way and His time, even the 
sinful choices of human beings—those who have 
wronged and wounded you, and who perhaps con-
tinue to cause you harm even as you attempt to 
reach out in mercy and forgiveness—even these 
unholy actions will eventually glorify God and 
demonstrate the greatness of His wisdom, power, 
and grace. There is simply no escape for anyone 
from the cosmic reality that “from him and through 
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him and to him are all things.”
And what is our response? “To him be glory for-

ever. Amen” (Rom 11:36). The appropriate response 
to the fathomless depths of God’s wisdom and 
ways is to step out of the spotlight and turn the 
spotlight on Him. It is to say, Amen!—wholeheart-
edly affirming our agreement with the Word of 
God. We believe that our bottomless, unsearch-
able, all-encompassing Lord is the sum and whole 
point of everything there is. Therefore, we submit 
our entire lives to His holy, eternal purposes. Amen. 
Let it be so!

A True Woman’s Response
So what does all this have to do with being 

a “true woman”? How does it apply to where we 
live? My friend, this passage has everything to do 
with being a true woman of God. This is where true 
women find a refuge for their hearts. In embracing 
these truths, we discover what true womanhood is 
all about.

All that we have seen about God and His 
ways is designed to bring us comfort as well as 
courage and conviction in our calling as women. 
There are many implications and applications we 
could make, but I want to leave you with three 
simple ones that apply to every Christian woman. 
I pray that you will grasp them and seek to orient 
your life around them. 

(1)  A true woman lives a God-centered life. 
We live in a self-centered world, but a true woman 
of God lives a God-centered life. She lives for 
His glory and pleasure, not her own ... because it’s 
not about us. It is all, all, all about Him. A God-
centered woman embraces the supreme purpose 
for which she was created. She lives to reflect the 
beauty and wonder of His ways and to join every 
created thing in heaven and earth in glorifying and 
worshiping Him eternally. This is her reason for liv-
ing. This is what gets her up in the morning and 
keeps her going through the day. Every day and 
every moment of every day, she seeks to live with 
His purposes in view. 

Seeing the magnitude of His greatness and fix-
ing our eyes on Him gives a whole new context and 
perspective for our problems. You may say, “Nancy, 

you have no idea how big my challenge is. I’m not 
just imagining it or blowing it out of proportion.” 
Please hear me: I’m not minimizing what you’re 
going through. Compared to what I’m facing right 
now, your issues may be huge—but not by compar-
ison with the torrent, the river of God’s love, mercy, 
and grace. Our greatest problems, no matter how 
enormous and unsolvable they may seem, become 
puny when measured against the vastness of God.

A true woman is more than a good wife and 
mother, a loyal friend and daughter. More than 
anything else, she is enthralled with the Lord Jesus 
Christ—the Pearl of great price, the supreme Trea-
sure of life. He is the center of her universe, and her 
life revolves around Him.

And therefore, a true woman has hope—real, 
genuine hope—in the midst of a world filled with 
pain, loss, and uncertainty. A true woman is a God-
centered woman.

(2)  A true woman trusts God. We live in a 
fearful world. We know now that our generation 
is not immune from the same kind of stock mar-
ket plunges that make us think of grainy, black-
and-white film images from the Great Depression. 
We read of random shooting sprees that erupt in 
shopping centers or places of business or church 
services. We see third-graders hustled into lock-
down on reports that a gunman has been spotted 
nearby. And we experience unexpected and life-
altering events a lot closer to home that have our 
own names written on them. 

But the true woman doesn’t give into fear. As 
Prov 31:25 says, she “smiles at the future” (nasb), 
because she knows He’s got the whole world in His 
hands. She knows of a God whose depths never 
reach bottom, whose ways are beyond finding out. 
She knows that the One in charge of “all things” 
can be trusted to know what He’s doing. He has a 
plan we may not have scripted, a plan we may not 
understand, but it is His plan, and His plan is good, 
wise, and can never be thwarted. 

So a true woman accepts His plan as good, 
though it may not be the way she defines good. She 
knows it’s God who defines good, so she leans on 
Him. She depends on Him even in times of pros-
perity, joy, and plenty. But she also maintains her 
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trustful gratitude in times of pain and hardship, of 
lack and want, of loneliness, uncertainty, and con-
fusion. She is married to Christ—for better, for 
worse, for richer, for poorer—not like a paid lover, 
wanting Him only for what He can give her.

I know life is hard to understand. From our 
limited frame of reference, it sometimes seems that 
God doesn’t know what He’s doing. And though 
many of us would never dare to speak such words 
aloud or even consciously think them, many of us 
are practicing atheists at times, living as if there’s no 
God, or at least wondering if He has really messed 
things up this time.

A true woman, however, trusts God com-
pletely, patiently believing that He is faithful, and 
that in His way and in His time, His promises will 
be fulfilled.

Perhaps you’re thinking, It’s not God who’s 
messed up—it’s me. I’m the one who has failed. I can’t 
see how God’s plan for my life could ever be fulfilled. 
A true woman trusts that her past failures are not 
beyond the reach of God’s redeeming grace. unre-
deemable losses and impossibilities do not exist in 
the inscrutable mind of God. As Martin Luther 
succinctly captured it, “God can draw a straight 
line with a crooked stick,” even if those “crooked 
sticks” are your personal failings, even if they’re the 
sins of a parent, a husband, a child, an employer. 
Nothing is beyond His plan and repair. 

The way God goes about redeeming this bro-
ken world is so very different than the way we 
would do it. So when we can’t understand what 
He’s doing or why He’s doing it, it’s not our place 
to challenge or dispute, but rather to humbly bow 
before His sovereignty, His goodness, His mercy, 
and His greatness—“the riches and wisdom and 
knowledge of God”—and to align ourselves with His 
purposes, embracing His will. 

The true woman who trusts God doesn’t have 
to strive. She doesn’t have to be afraid. She can 
relinquish control. She doesn’t have to manipulate 
and control the whole wide world (as if we could). 
She doesn’t resent, or resist, or run from the Cross. 
She embraces the Cross with faith. 

I love the way the eighteenth-century English 
poet William Cowper expressed the kind of confi-

dent trust we see in Romans 11: 

God moves in a mysterious way, 
His wonders to perform; 
He plants his footsteps in the sea,
And rides upon the storm. 

Deep in unfathomable mines 
Of never failing skill, 
He treasures up his bright designs,
And works his sovereign will. 

Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take, 
The clouds ye so much dread
Are big with mercy, and shall break 
In blessings on your head. 

Judge not the Lord by feeble sense, 
But trust him for his grace; 
Behind a frowning providence, 
He hides a smiling face. 

His purposes will ripen fast,
unfolding ev’ry hour; 
The bud may have a bitter taste, 
But sweet will be the flow’r. 

Blind unbelief is sure to err, 
And scan his work in vain; 
God is his own interpreter, 
And he will make it plain.

(3)  A true woman says, “ Yes, Lord.” That’s 
basically what Paul goes on to say in the verse 
that immediately follows our text: “I appeal to you 
therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to pres-
ent your bodies as a living sacrifice, living and holy 
and acceptable to God ...” (Rom 12:1). 

A true woman recognizes that her life is not 
her own. She lives instead for the glory of God. His 
Word, not her world, becomes her compass. She 
affirms that His purposes are good and wise, and 
therefore she follows His leading with the “yes” of 
full obedience and submission.

The true woman accepts the way God made 
her, embracing her God-given design and roles in 
life, being grateful that He has made her a woman, 
thankful for the privilege of serving and giving and 
fulfilling His holy purposes.
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She lives intentionally, not just drifting from 
one meaningless activity to the next, letting the 
circumstances of life pull her along. She’s will-
ing to be like a salmon, swimming upstream, liv-
ing a counter-cultural life in an unholy world for 
the glory of God. She’s willing to make personal 
sacrifices, not constantly asking, “What will make 
me happy?” Rather, she wants to know: “What will 
please You, Lord?” “What will further Your king-
dom?” “What will display Your glory?” Her heart 
attitude is: “If it pleases You, it pleases me.” The 
true woman reflects the spirit of Mary of Nazareth 
when she said in response to God’s calling, “I am 
the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according 
to your word” (Luke 1:38).

“Yes, Lord.” 
To say, “Yes, Lord,” means saying “no” to a lot 

of other things:

• “no” to bitterness
• “no” to self-centeredness
• “no” to whining
• “no” to complaining
• “no” to pining
• “no” to resisting, resenting, running 

from the will of God

But it means saying “yes” to a lot more: 

• “yes” to forgiving those who have 
sinned against us

• “yes” to receiving God’s forgiveness for 
ourselves

• “yes” to repentance
• “yes” to serving
• “yes” to embracing God’s choices for 

our lives
• “yes” to trusting Him with our 

circumstances
• “yes” to finding and fulfilling His 

purposes

Living a God-centered life, trusting Him even 
when we don’t understand, responding to Him 
with a heart that always says “Yes, Lord”—this is 
no easy way to travel. The road that winds through 
this kind of lifestyle can be steep and scary at times. 
But we walk by faith, not by sight. 

And if you will keep pressing on by His grace, 
I assure you the day will come when you will get 
to the summit, as Paul did in Romans 11. Then, 
you’ll look back at the trails you have scaled by His 
grace; you’ll look around at the scenery, amazed at 
the unsearchable depths of God. 

The sight will be glorious and you will say, 
“Ah, I see! It all makes sense now.... Why was I so 
anxious? Why did I fret? Why did I become bit-
ter and angry? Why did I despise my husband for 
making my life so difficult? I see now that he was 
an instrument in the hand of God to fulfill God’s 
holy, eternal purposes....” 

We will look back on the path we have 
climbed, with vision and clarity we cannot possibly 
have now. And our hearts will cry out, “Oh Lord 
my God, you have done all things well.... How 
great Thou art!”

For sure, there will be those long nights and 
days when the summit seems hopelessly far away, 
when all you can see is trouble and danger, when 
you’re not sure why He’s put you in such a tight 
place. 

For all those days, I offer you Rom 11:33–36—
the depths, the riches, the wisdom, the knowledge. 
His unsearchable judgments. His inscrutable ways. 
You can fall back into His sovereignty, sure of His 
love, and proclaim with Paul, even through your 
tears and trouble, “To him be glory forever. Amen.”

ENDNOTES
 1This essay is reprinted from Voices of the True Woman Move-

ment: A Call to the Counter Revolution (Chicago: Moody, 2010). 
It is based on a message delivered at the True Woman ’08 
conference and appears here with permission.

 2See http://www.miningreview.com/archive/mra_5_2005/
pdf/48-49.pdf.
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Introduction
Recent years have seen some disagreement 

between hierarchalists and non-hierarchalists over 
the nature of the Son’s submission to the Father in 
Phil 2:6–7.2  In 2:6 in particular, the discussion has 
focused in part on the meaning of Christ’s “equal-
ity with God”: “Although he existed in the form 
of God, he did not regard equality with God as a 
thing to be grasped for” (Phil 2:6, author’s transla-
tion). On the one hand, Millard Erickson writes 
that the Son’s “equality with God” is a reference 
to the Son’s “equal authority” with the Father—
“something he already possessed” in his preincar-
nate state.3 On the other hand, Wayne Grudem 
writes that “equality with God” refers to the Son’s 
“equality in glory and honor in heaven, which Christ 
gave up in coming to earth.”4  For Erickson, the 
Son temporarily laid aside his “equal authority” 
with the Father in the incarnation in order to sub-
mit to the Father during his earthly life only.5 The 
Son’s equal authority was restored to him after the 
resurrection. Thus in Erickson’s view, there would 
be no eternal subordination in role of the Son to 
the Father. For Grudem, the text still allows for the 
Son to be submitted to his Father from all eternity.

The purpose of this essay is to discuss another 
possible way of understanding Christ’s “equality 

with God” in Phil 2:6.6 To do so, I want to high-
light a grammatical item that is often overlooked 
by interpreters and commentators.7 The aim of 
this short study is not to rehearse the old disputes 
and give a comprehensive history of interpretation. 
This task has already been ably done elsewhere.8 
My purpose here is to highlight the grammatical 
item in this verse and to briefly note its potential 
theological impact on our understanding of intra-
trinitarian relations. 

I render the key phrase, o[j evn morfh/ qeou/ 
u`pa,rcwn ouvc a`rpagmo.n h`gh,sato to. ei=nai i=sa 
qew/|, as follows, “who, although he existed in the 
form of God, did not regard equality with God as 
something that he should grasp for.” In my transla-
tion, I have already given an indication as to where 
I stand with respect to some of the more well-
known interpretive disputes. But the grammatical 
issue that I wish to address concerns the double-
accusative at the end of this verse—the first accusa-
tive being a`rpagmo.n, and the second the infinitive 
phrase to. ei=nai i=sa qew/|. The matter at hand cen-
ters on the significance of the article in the second 
accusative. The grammatical question that I will ask 
and answer in this essay is as follows. What is the 
significance of the article in the articular infinitive 
to. ei=nai i=sa qew/|?9

 

Studies
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N. T. Wright and the Conventional View
N. T. Wright proposed an answer to this ques-

tion in a little article that he wrote for the Journal 
of Theological Studies in 1986.10 He follows the con-
ventional wisdom on this point and argues that the 
article has the same significance with verbal nouns 
(i.e., infinitives) as it has with any other noun. What 
significance does the article have with other nouns? 
We do well to remember that the Greek article is 
a determiner11 and at times points back, as it were, 
to an antecedent noun in the preceding context. 
This phenomenon of the article referring back to 
another noun in the preceding context is called 
anaphora. A routine example of the anaphoric use 
of the article is found in John 4:40 where we read 
that Jesus “remained” with the Samaritans for “two 
days.” A couple of verses later, we read that “after 
the two days, [ Jesus] went out from there into 
Galilee” ( John 4:43). What “two days” in verse 43? 
The two days mentioned two verses earlier in verse 
40. A theologically significant example is found in 
James chapter two. In James 2:14 we read, “What 
is the benefit, my brothers, if a man says that he has 
faith but he has no works? Can the faith save him?” 
Notice the article in the second half of the verse. It 
is not just any “faith.” It is “the faith” (h` pi,stij) just 
mentioned in the first part of the verse. The faith 
that will not save is that “faith” just mentioned that 
does not have any works. In this case, the definite 
article is the functional equivalent of a demonstra-
tive pronoun. That is why the NASB, for example, 
renders this verse, “Can that faith save him?”12

N. T. Wright argues that just as the article 
often carries this anaphoric significance with other 
Greek nouns, so it could possibly have an anaphoric 
significance when used in connection with the 
Greek infinitive. In Phil 2:6, Wright contends that 
“the being equal with God” (to. ei=nai i=sa qew/|) refers 
back to “the form of God” (morfh/ qeou/) mentioned 
in the first part of the verse. The exegetical result 
is that “equality with God” is equal to or synony-
mous with the “form of God.”13 These two phrases 
(to. ei=nai i=sa qew/| and morfh/ qeou/) are but two 
ways of referring to one reality. It is at this point 
that the Christological significance of the gram-
matical observation begins to emerge. If these two 

phrases are semantically connected on the basis of 
anaphoric reading of the articular infinitive, then 
we have to say that Christ had “equality with God” 
in his preexistent14 unity with God. Since the two 
phrases refer to the same thing, then he must have 
possessed both because they are one.

 
An Alternative View

I propose an interpretation that allows for 
“equality with God” to be a reality that is distinct 
from Christ’s existing in the “form of God.”15 What 
is it about the syntax of this verse that allows me to 
argue for such an interpretation? Contrary to N. T. 
Wright, I contend that the article in the phrase to. 
ei=nai i=sa qew/| does not refer back to the morfh/ qeou/. 
In other words, there is no anaphoric link between 
these two phrases. If I am correct in arguing that 
there is no anaphoric link, then this observation 
allows us to consider the possibility that the “form 
of God” (morfh/ qeou/) and the “equality with God” 
(to. ei=nai i=sa qew/|??) are not synonyms and that we 
should not regard them as semantically overlapped. 
“Equality with God” and “form of God” might not 
be two ways of referring to the same thing. There-
fore, if one wants to argue that these two phrases 
are semantic equivalents, one will have to do so on 
other grounds because there is little if any gram-
matical basis for the supposed anaphoric link. But 
before we can come to such a conclusion, we have 
to consider the grammatical arguments that mili-
tate against the alleged anaphoric link. My argu-
ment will proceed in four parts: (1) a contrast of 
my thesis with the conventional view contained in 
the grammar book by Blass-Debrunner-Funk, (2) 
an argument for the grammatical necessity of the 
article in Phil 2:6, (3) a brief statement of a con-
trolling presupposition concerning the semantics 
of the Greek article, and (4) an exposition of how 
my thesis is born out in the rest of the New Testa-
ment and other related literature.

 
Wright, BDF, and the Conventional View

Although I have singled out the remarks in 
N. T. Wright’s 1986 article, I should point out that 
he is merely articulating the conventional wisdom 
concerning the significance of the article in the 
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articular infinitive. He is not the only commentator 
making this claim.16 As noted above, the conven-
tional wisdom holds that the article has the same 
significance with verbal nouns (i.e., infinitives) that 
it has with other nouns. If one reads Blass-Deb-
runner-Funk’s section on the articular infinitive 
(the NT grammar book that many still consider 
to be the state of the art reference grammar), one 
finds the conventional view stated very clearly, “In 
general the anaphoric significance of the article, i.e. 
its reference to something previously mentioned or 
otherwise well known, is more or less evident.”17 So 
Wright and others seem to be following the settled 
grammatical conclusions of BDF.18 Thus, the ques-
tion is whether Wright is correct in his reliance 
upon BDF’s judgment concerning the articular 
infinitive. I think this reliance is not correct for at 
least two reasons.

First, a careful reading of BDF reveals that 
this grammar never intended to communicate that 
the article always bears an anaphoric significance 
when used with the articular infinitive. In fact, BDF 
says that when the articular infinitive is “[w]ithout 
this anaphoric reference, an infinitive as subject or 
object is usually anarthrous.”19 BDF concedes that 
the articular infinitive is sometimes found “with-
out” an anaphoric reference. Furthermore, BDF 
goes on to divide its treatment between those 
examples which are “anaphoric” and those which 
are “less clearly anaphoric.”20 One could reason-
ably argue that the only clearly anaphoric articular 
infinitives are those that have a cognate term in the 
near context (e.g. qana,tou … to. avpoqanei/n in Phil 
2:20–21). Such is not the case with to. ei=nai i=sa 
qew/| ? and morfh/ qeou/. Thus, the prima facie argu-
ment for an anaphoric link does not hold in Phil 
2:6. The important thing to note is that even BDF 
allows that the articular infinitive simply does not 
always bear an anaphoric significance—not even in 
the nominative/accusative examples. In the area of 
lexical semantics, careful scholars avoid the error 
of illegitimate totality transfer—that is, reading a 
word’s entire lexical range into a given use of that 
word in context. In the area of grammar, schol-
ars would do well to avoid the same fallacy as it 
is applied to syntax—that is, in this case, to avoid 

attributing the entire range of grammatical func-
tions to the article that is attached to the infinitive 
in Phil 2:6. Just because some uses of the articu-
lar infinitive may appear to be anaphoric (a claim 
I contest below), that does not mean all articular 
infinitives are anaphoric.

Second, Wright is not correct in following 
BDF’s judgment because the NT evidence shows 
that BDF has overstated the significance of the 
article in connection with the infinitive. And here 
is where I will introduce the heart of my argu-
ment and contrast it with the conventional view 
of the articular infinitive. My thesis concerning the 
meaning of the article with the infinitive contains 
both a positive and a negative element: Whenever 
the definite article is connected to the infinitive, it 
always does so in order to signal a structural relation 
and/or to clarify case, not to indicate the semantic 
change normally associated with determiners (e.g., 
anaphora). Let us briefly consider both the nega-
tive and positive aspects of my argument. 

Negatively stated, the article with the infini-
tive does not have the semantic effect of making 
the infinitive definite (and thereby anaphoric).21 
Any given use of the article can best be described 
as falling on a spectrum of significance. At one end 
of the spectrum is syntactical value and at the other 
end of the spectrum is semantic value.22 Many uses 
of the article comprise a combination of both syn-
tactical and semantic features. However, there are 
many uses in which one of these elements predom-
inates—either syntactical or semantic. 

       Articular Infinitive

  Syntactical Value              Semantic Value

The use of the article with the infinitive consis-
tently falls on the far left of the spectrum, which is 
graphically illustrated above. The evidence below 
will show that the article does not determine the 
infinitive as definite (be it individual, generic, par 
excellence, anaphora, etc.), thereby effecting a seman-
tic modification to the infinitive.23 Therefore, it is 
completely off the mark to say that the article is 
used with the infinitive in exactly the same way 
that it is used with other nouns. With other nouns, 

.
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the article’s significance is all over the spectrum. 
With the infinitive, it is only on the left side.

Positively stated, the article with the infinitive 
functions primarily as a syntactical marker. As such 
the article appears with the infinitive for one of two 
reasons: (1) to mark the case of the infinitive or (2) 
to mark some other syntactical function that can 
only be made explicit by the presence of the article. 
In other words, the definite article gets connected 
to the infinitive in order to mark a structural rela-
tion. The article clarifies the syntactical relation of 
the infinitive phrase to its context and is used only 
as a function word.24

The Grammatical Necessity of the Article in 
Philippians 2:6

What syntactical relationship needs clarifying 
in Phil 2:6? As Daniel Wallace observes, without 
the definite article we would not be able to dis-
tinguish the accusative object from the accusa-
tive complement following the verb “consider” 
(h`gh,sato).25 The article is required in order to mark 
the components of this double accusative phrase. 
Because our focus is on the double accusative, it will 
therefore be necessary to elaborate on the syntax 
of the object-complement construction. Whereas 
most transitive verbs take only one accusative direct 
object, there are at least fifty-six verbs in the New 
Testament that can take two accusatives.26 In this 
scenario, one accusative is the direct object, and the 
other accusative is the complement.27 The comple-
ment predicates something about the direct object. 
For example, Paul writes, “I consider these things 
a loss” (tau/ta h]ghmai … zhmi,an tau/ta, Phil 3:7). 
“These things” (tau/ta) and “a loss” (zhmi,an) are 
both in the accusative case. “These things” is the 
direct object, and “a loss” describes “these things.”

Sometimes there is the potential for confu-
sion in distinguishing the accusative object from 
the accusative complement. For this reason, Wal-
lace has set forth a set of rules that help to dis-
tinguish the accusative object from the accusative 
complement.28 The object will either be a pronoun 
or a proper name, or it will have the definite article. 
In Phil 2:6, the only way we can distinguish the 
accusative object from the accusative complement 

is by the definite article at the beginning of the 
infinitive. If the article were absent, the syntactical 
relation of the infinitive phrase to the rest of the 
sentence would be unclear. So the article does not 
show up here in order to link “equality with God” 
to the “form of God.” The definite article appears 
here to distinguish the object (to. ei=nai i=sa qew/|) 
from the complement (a`rpagmo.n). 

 
Presupposition concerning Syntax and 
Semantics

I have just demonstrated that the article is syn-
tactically required in Phil 2:6 in order for the dou-
ble-accusative construction to be intelligible. This 
observation is important because of a presupposi-
tion that many linguists make when analyzing the 
Greek article. This assumption can be summarized 
as follows: When it can be demonstrated that the 
Greek article is syntactically required, one should 
not look for any further semantic significance in 
the article. In these situations, the article appears as 
a function word with little to no semantic weight as 
a determiner. In this way I am following the meth-
odological assumption of Haiim B. Rosén in his 
work on the Greek article in Heraclitus:

The recognition of grammatical features 
is also essential for the exegete or seman-
ticist, that is, for one whose objective is 
to explain the meaning of an expression 
or text, since ... only a total elimination 
of all grammatical features permits us to 
arrive at true semantic statements ... the 
first step of linguistic analysis aimed at 
defining the function of a given element 
of expression is to exclude all its uses 
in environments where it appears to be 
compulsory or grammatically induced.29

 
According to Rosén, when the article appears in 
contexts where it is grammatically obligatory, one 
cannot press the usual semantic value that the arti-
cle has as a determiner. This procedure is consistent 
with Robert Funk’s observation concerning the 
significance of the article in Hellenistic Greek, 
“Where the article functions more or less exclu-
sively as a grammatical device, i.e., where it is 
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lexically entirely empty.”30 He elaborates that in 
such situations, “The article in Greek is often a 
purely grammatical device and should be assigned 
only grammatical “meaning.”’31 The rest of this 
essay builds upon the same presupposition. There-
fore, in the following analysis of articular infinitives 
in the New Testament, whenever it can be demon-
strated that the article is required as a function 
marker or case-identifier, we cannot conclude that 
the article definitizes the infinitive (thereby making 
it anaphoric).

An Analysis of the Articular Infinitive in the 
New Testament in Light of Related Literature 

My argument against Wright and Blass-
Debrunner-Funk is borne out by the fact that no 
articular infinitive in the NT is clearly anaphoric 
and that the overwhelming majority of them are 
clearly not anaphoric. There are at least 320 occur-
rences of the articular infinitive in the NT.32 We 
can divide the occurrences of the articular infini-
tives of the New Testament between those that fol-
low prepositions and those that do not. In order to 
demonstrate the value of the Greek article in such 
contexts, we will first explore the uses of the articu-
lar infinitive as object of prepositions, and then we 
will consider the articular infinitives that are not 
governed by prepositions.

 
Articular Infinitives Following Prepositions

Well over half of the 323 articular infinitives 
in the New Testament (201 to be exact) are the 
object of a preposition.33 Two observations lead us 
to the conclusion that the article is grammatically 
obligatory when an infinitive serves as the object 
of the preposition. The first observation consists 
of a simple description of the data as it stands in 
the New Testament. As has already been pointed 
out, every infinitive that serves as a prepositional 
object in the New Testament is articular. There 
is no exception to this pattern in the New Testa-
ment literature, and this pattern is consistent with 
other koine writings of the period.34 As a second 
observation, we can see that the article is neces-
sary in order to mark the infinitive as the object of 
the preposition.35 Because of the absence of spaces 

between words in Greek, one would not be able to 
distinguish infinitives as objects from those that are 
being used in composition.36 Thus, great ambigu-
ity would result if only anarthrous infinitives were 
used following prepositions.37 Theoretically, there 
would be at least two syntactical possibilities for an 
anarthrous infinitive following a preposition. The 
first possibility is that the infinitive might be func-
tioning as the object of the preposition. The second 
possibility is that the preposition may be combin-
ing with the verb to form a compound. Because of 
this potential ambiguity, the article is needed in 
order to distinguish the first situation from the sec-
ond situation. 

We can illustrate the function of the Greek 
article in these kinds of prepositional phrases by 
thinking about how English distinguishes prepo-
sitional objects from compound words. In Eng-
lish this distinction has both morphological38 and 
phonetic aspects. Morphologically, English readers 
distinguish “infields of gold” from “in fields of gold” 
by the use of spaces between words. In the first 
phrase, we know “infields” to be a compound word 
simply by observing that there is no space between 
the prepositional prefix “in” and the noun “fields.” 
The space separating “in” from “fields” in the sec-
ond phrase shows us that “fields” is intended to 
be the object of the preposition. English speakers 
also make a phonetic distinction between “infields” 
and “in fields” through the use of accent. “Infields” 
is articulated with an accent on the first syllable, 
while “in fields” would normally have an accent on 
the second. The point is that English users utilize 
both morphological and phonetic conventions in 
order to disambiguate what would otherwise be 
very unclear.

Such morphological and phonetic distinc-
tions would have been important to the authors of 
the New Testament since their original audience 
would have included both readers and hearers.39 
The original reader of a given use of the articu-
lar infinitive in the New Testament would have 
needed a morphological way to distinguish com-
pound infinitives from infinitives as object of the 
preposition. Just as the space marks the noun as the 
prepositional object in English, so the article marks 
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the infinitive as the prepositional object in Greek. 
The original hearers of the spoken New Testament 
materials also would have needed such signals. The 
spoken article would have enabled the original 
hearers to make this syntactic distinction. The point 
is that the article is grammatically obligatory when 
an articular infinitive is governed by a preposition. 
None of them indicate an anaphoric link to some 
other element in the immediate context, and I have 
not found anyone who would dispute that claim.40

 
Articular Infinitives Not Following Prepositions

Of the other 122 articular infinitives not gov-
erned by a preposition, the vast majority are clearly 
not anaphoric.41 Of the 81 genitive and one dative 
examples, the article clearly appears to encode a 
meaning associated with the article’s case. Of the 
23 nominative and 18 accusative infinitives (which 
are identical in form), the article appears to clarify a 
syntactical relation. All of these infinitives have the 
article in order to clarify a grammatical relation-
ship or to encode a meaning associated with the 
article’s case. If there are any that denote anaphora, 
it would only be among the nominative/accusative 
examples, and even then there is only a handful.42 

The one dative example in 2 Cor 2:13 deserves 
comment because there is general agreement that 
the article appears to encode a meaning associated 
with the dative case. In this lone example from the 
New Testament, the dative case form is employed 
in order to signify instrumentality (cf. LXX 2 Ch 
28:22; Ecc 1:16; 4 Mac 17:20-21).43 The 81 geni-
tive examples of this construction also encode a 
meaning associated with the case form. As K. L. 
McKay has aptly pointed out, 

 The genitive of the articular infinitive 
is found with expressions implying sepa-
ration (ablatival genitive) and in depen-
dence on nouns (descriptive genitive)…. 
 Occasionally the genitive of an articu-
lar infinitive is found in constructions in 
which an anarthrous infinitive is normal, 
and where there seems to be no need for 
the genitive … In all these the genitive is 
probably partitive … indicating that the 
preceding activity is in some way seen as 

part of that expressed by the infinitive.44 

McKay’s point is that even in those texts that 
appear to be expressing purpose, the sense is prob-
ably partitive. Yet in texts such as 1 Cor 10:13, the 
genitive articular infinitive is often rendered as pur-
pose, poih,sei su.n tw/| peirasmw|/ kai. th.n e;kbasin 
tou/ du,nasqai u`penegkei/n, “He will provide with 
the temptation a way of escape so that you might 
be able (a way of escape consisting in the ability) 
to bear up.” But in this text the genitive actually 
defines th.n e;kbasin, and the idea of purpose (or 
consequence) actually arises from the logic rather 
than the grammar of the sentence.45 For our pur-
poses, the important thing to note in all the geni-
tive and dative examples is that the article appears 
in order to encode a meaning associated with the 
case, not to determine the infinitive as definite.

The 40 nominative and accusative examples of 
the articular infinitive that do not follow preposi-
tions are the most analogous in form and semantics 
to the example in Phil 2:6. For this reason, we will 
have to give a fuller accounting of these texts. Like 
the genitive and dative examples, the nominative 
and accusative articular infinitives are grammati-
cally induced, though not for precisely the same 
reason. In the genitive and dative examples, the 
article encodes a syntactical relation and a mean-
ing that is directly related to the case of the article. 
In the nominative and accusative examples, the 
article only marks a syntactical relation. The reason 
for this slight difference can be attributed to the 
difference between the cases. Whereas the geni-
tive and dative in themselves signify an identifiable 
semantic content, the nominative and the accusa-
tive do not.46 The nominative and accusative cases 
are by definition non-defining.47 So we will not 
find the nominative and accusative infinitives to be 
freighted with additional semantic content such as 
instrumentality (as with the dative), description or 
separation (as with the genitive). What we do find is 
that the nominative and accusative neuter articles 
function to disambiguate what would otherwise 
be ambiguous syntactical arrangements.48 That is, 
when the nominative or accusative article appears 
in conjunction with the infinitive, it expresses a 
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grammatical-structural relation that may not oth-
erwise be apparent.

The nominative article functions to mark the 
infinitive as the subject of the sentence in which 
it stands. There are at least 304 instances in the 
New Testament in which infinitives function as the 
syntactical subjects of the sentences in which they 
stand. In the vast majority of these examples (280 
to be exact), the infinitive is anarthrous.49 Only 24 
examples of the infinitive as subject are articular. 
These statistics show that the article is not obliga-
tory in order for an infinitive to be understood as 
the syntactical subject. Most of the time, one can 
deduce that the anarthrous infinitive is the sub-
ject without the article marking it as nominative.50 
But there are several situations in which the article 
becomes important as a structural marker.

First, the article can be necessary in order to 
distinguish the subject from the predicate nomina-
tive. This is certainly the case with the two artic-
ular infinitives in Phil 1:21,   vEmoi. ga.r to. zh/n 
Cristo.j kai. to. avpoqanei/n ke,rdoj. If the neuter 
articles were absent in this text, it would not be at 
all clear how the infinitives function in this context. 
If we were to utilize the normal rules for distin-
guishing subject from predicate nominative, then 
Cristo.j would certainly be considered the subject 
in the absence of the neuter article. It is true that 
zwh/j and qana,tou (Phil 1:20) immediately present 
themselves as possible antecedents of an anaphoric 
article. But an anaphoric article would be semanti-
cally superfluous. The author does not need an ana-
phoric article to clarify his continued exposition of 
his “living” and “dying.” The same author feels no 
compulsion to use the anaphoric article with the 
infinitive in similar contexts (cf. Paul’s judging in 
1 Cor 5:3, 12). For this reason, the grammatical 
explanation of the article seems most satisfactory.

Second, the article often keeps the subject-
infinitive from being confused with an infinitive 
that modifies a predicate adjective. In Matt 20:23 
(par. Mark 10:40), for instance, we read, to. de. 
kaqi,sai evk dexiw/n mou kai. evx euvwnu,mwn ouvk e;stin 
evmo.n dou/nai.51 In this case, if the article were absent, 
it would be difficult to decipher which infinitive is 
the subject and which is epexegetical to evmo.n. There 

are contexts in which the anarthrous infinitive is 
epexegetical to a predicate adjective (Matt 9:5; 9:5; 
Mark 2:9; 2:9; Luke 5:23; 5:23). The neuter arti-
cle removes the potential syntactic ambiguity by 
showing kaqi,sai to be the subject and dou/nai to 
be modifying the adjective evmo.n. This explanation 
accounts for the article’s appears in at least 10 other 
texts (Mark 12:33; 12:33; Rom 14:21; 14:21; 1 Cor 
7:26; 11:6; 11:6; 2 Cor 9:1; Phil 1:24; Heb 10:31).

Third, the article functions to clarify the infin-
itive as subject so that it will not be mistaken as 
standing in an adverbial relation to the main verb. 
The pair of infinitives in Rom 7:18 have articles 
that perform this duty, to. ga.r qe,lein para,keitai, 
moi, to. de. katerga,zesqai to. kalo.n ou;. In this 
text, the article is necessary to mark the infinitive 
as subject because para,keimai can be followed by 
the anarthrous infinitive with an ecbatic sense (cf. 
Jdt. 3:2, 3; perhaps 2 Mac 12:16; 3 Mac 7:3). The 
article removes the ambiguity. In Phil 1:29, we find 
a similar example of this usage, u`mi/n evcari,sqh to. 
u`pe.r Cristou/, ouv mo,non to. eivj auvto.n pisteu,ein 
avlla. kai. to. u`pe.r auvtou/ pa,scein. In this instance, 
the neuter article is necessary to set the infinitive 
in apposition to the grammatical subject, to. u`pe.r 
Cristou. If Paul had not used the article in this 
text to clarify the infinitive as the subject, then it 
would have been syntactically possible to translate 
the infinitives adverbially, “it is present in order 
to desire for me, but not in order to do the good.” 
Such an understanding is perhaps unlikely, but the 
presence of the definite articles removes any poten-
tial confusion about how these infinitives are func-
tioning in this sentence. In 2 Cor 8:11, the article 
is necessary to mark evpitele,sai as subject of a new 
clause so that it would not be misinterpreted as in 
an attributive relation to the genitive article gov-
erning the previous infinitive, nuni. de. kai. to. poih/
sai evpitele,sate, o[pwj kaqa,per h` proqumi,a tou/ 
qe,lein ou[twj kai. to. evpitele,sai evk tou/ e;cein. In 
all of these texts, the definite articles provide the 
structural clues we need to identify the infinitive 
as subject.

There are at least 16 instances of the accusa-
tive articular infinitive in the New Testament.52 
With the exception of two texts in which the accu-
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sative article marks an appositional relation (Rom 
14:13; 2 Cor 2:1),53 the accusative case appears 
with the infinitive in order to encode the infinitive 
as the direct object of a transitive verb. In at least 
five of these texts, the accusative articular infinitive 
helps to clarify the meaning of the main verb. In 
Acts 25:11, we read, ouv paraitou/mai to. avpoqanei/n. 
The article with avpoqanei/n removes the possibil-
ity that the infinitive is indirect discourse. Without 
the article, paraitou/mai might be misinterpreted as 
“request” (cf. Luke 23:23; John 4:9; Acts 3:14; 7:46; 
13:28; Eph 3:13; Heb 12:19). An accusative object 
with no indirect discourse leads to interpreting 
paraitou/mai as “refuse” or “reject” (1 Tim 4:7; 5:11; 
2 Tim 2:23; Titus 3:10; Heb 12:25). Consider also 
2 Cor 10:2, de,omai de. to. mh. parw.n qarrh/sai th/| 
pepoiqh,sei h[| logi,zomai tolmh/sai evpi, tinaj tou.j 
logizome,noj h`ma/j w`j kata. sa,rka peripatou/ntaj. 
James L. Boyer includes de,omai in his list of verbs 
that take an infinitive in indirect discourse.54 When 
de,omai is followed by an anarthrous infinitive, the 
infinitive phrase indicates indirect discourse (e.g. 
Luke 8:38; 9:38; Acts 26:3). Bauer’s lexicon shows 
that with the accusative, de,omai refers to the accu-
sative of the thing as distinguished from “indirect 
discourse” and “direct discourse.”55

In Rom 13:8, the accusative article appears to 
clarify the meaning of the verb ovfei,lete in Mhdeni. 
mhde.n ovfei,lete, eiv mh. to. avllh,louj avgapa/|n. The 
verb ovfei,lw requires either a complementary infini-
tive or an accusative object. When it is followed by a 
complementary infinitive in Paul, the sense of ovfei,lw 
is always “ought, should, must” (Rom 15:1, 27; 1 
Cor 5:10; 7:36; 9:10; 11:7, 10; 12:11, 14; Eph 5:28; 
2 Thess 1:3; 2:13). When followed by an accusative 
object, the sense of ovfei,lw is always “owe” (Rom 
13:8; Phm 18). Thus, the article marks the infinitive 
as accusative object and shows that the infinitive is 
not complementary. The ovfei,lw … avgapa/|n pair also 
occurs in Eph 5:28 where avgapa/|n is anarthrous and 
thus complementary. A similar situation is found in 
2 Cor 8:10, oi[tinej ouv mo,non to. poih/sai avlla. kai. 
to. qe,lein proenh,rxasqe avpo. pe,rusi. The accusative 
article is necessary to mark the infinitive as object 
because evna,rcw and related verbs can be used with 
the anarthrous infinitive as complementary (cf. Deut 

2:24, 25, 31).56 The main point in all these texts is 
that the article appears in order to clarify the infini-
tive’s case. Thus, the article emerges as a function 
word in such texts.

Sometimes the accusative case is made explicit 
by the article so that the main verb will be con-
strued as transitive with respect to the infinitive 
object. Such is the case in Phil 4:10, avneqa,lete to. 
u`pe.r evmou/ fronei/n. Though avnaqa,llw is a hapax 
legomena in the New Testament, we know from its 
use in the LXX that an accusative object is required 
in order for this verb to be considered transitive 
(Sir 1:18; 11:22; 50:10; Ezek 17:24). Without the 
article, the subject of avnaqa,llw can be construed 
as more or less the receptor of the verbal action (cf. 
Ps 27:7; Wis 4:4; Sir 46:12; 49:10; Ho 8:9), a sense 
clearly not intended in this text.57 Likewise, in Phil 
2:13 the article clarifies the sense of evnerge,w: qeo.j 
ga,r evstin o` evnergw/n evn u`mi/n kai. to. qelein kai. 
to. evnergei/n u`pe.r th/j euvdoki,aj. With accusative of 
thing, evnerge,w means “produce, effect.” Without 
the accusative, evnerge,w is intransitive and refers 
to a more generic “working.”58 In 1 Cor 14:39, the 
two accusative articles mark the two infinitives as 
objects of their respective imperative verbs  [Wste, 
avdelfoi, [mou], zhlou/te to. profhteu,ein kai. to. 
lalei/n mh. kwlu,ete glw,ssaij. Without the article, 
the two infinitives might be taken in a final sense 
with w[ste, a very common use of the infinitive in 
the New Testament.59  

In all of these examples of the accusative artic-
ular infinitive, we can see that the neuter accusative 
article regularly occurs for a syntactical reason. It 
marks the infinitive as object. In a similar way, that 
is what is happening in Phil 2:6. But in this text, the 
article marks the direct object and thereby distin-
guishes it from its accusative complement. Imagine 
for a moment the potential syntactical confusion 
that would result if we were to remove the definite 
article from the infinitive in Phil 2:6. It would then 
be syntactically possible to take a`rpagmo.n as the 
direct object and to take the infinitive as an adver-
bial phrase, “He did not think about a`rpagmo.n so 
that he would not be equal with God.” Again, this 
understanding of Paul’s meaning might be unlikely, 
but it would be syntactically possible. The presence 
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of the article clears away any possible ambiguity. 
These texts illustrate what I think is the case across 
the board with the articular infinitive in the New 
Testament. The article only appears with the infini-
tive as a function word or syntactical marker. Because 
these uses of the article are grammatically induced, 
it is not advisable to posit the semantic notion of 
anaphora to the articular infinitive.

Theological Implications
The primary theological implication of this 

exegesis is that we have removed any grammatical 
basis for a necessary semantic link between “form 
of God” and “equality with God.” In the absence of 
an explicit link between these two items and in the 
absence of evidence showing that they are linked on 
other grounds, we should not assume too quickly 
that the two phrases are synonymous. There is no 
prima facie basis to regard them as synonymous, and 
it is therefore possible that they refer to two sepa-
rate realities. As I mentioned at the beginning, I 
think Paul intends the following: “Although60 Jesus 
existed in the form of God, he did not consider 
equality with God as something he should go after 
also.”61 In other words, although Jesus actually pos-
sessed an identical characteristic of his Father with 
respect to his deity (i.e., “he existed in the form of 
God”), he did not want to grasp after another role 
that was not his—namely, “equality with God.” So 
what is this “equality with God” if it is not some-
thing that he already possessed? 

The adversative “but” (avlla,) in verse 7 helps 
us to understand what “equality with God” means. 
Paul contrasts grasping for equality with Christ’s 
self-emptying (e`auto.n evke,nwsen). Christ’s self-
emptying is not an ontological divesture of his 
deity. Rather, self-emptying is defined by two 
dependent clauses that express the means by which 
Christ “emptied himself.” He did it “by taking the 
form of a servant” and “by taking on the likeness 
of men.” Both of these participial clauses address 
features attaching to Christ’s role as the incarnate 
God. In other words, they address characteristics 
that define Christ’s personhood within the God-
head. They are functional characteristics, not onto-
logical ones. Thus, they express Christ’s role as the 

God-incarnate servant—a role peculiar to the sec-
ond person of the Trinity.

 So the contrast between “grasping for equal-
ity” and “emptying himself ” suggests that both 
are functional categories. “Grasping for equality” 
would have been the opposite of “self-emptying.” 
“Grasping for equality” would have precluded Jesus 
from his taking the form of a servant and from his 
becoming in the likeness of men. In his preexis-
tent state, Jesus decided not to pursue “equality,” 
but to pursue incarnation.62 Paul argues here that 
in his pre-incarnate state, Christ’s existed as qeo,j. 
Yet in this pre-incarnate existence, Christ Jesus 
did not seek to be like qeo,j in every respect. Paul 
pictures Christ Jesus (Cristw|/  vIhsou|/) as identified 
with God (qeo,j) in one respect, but distinguished 
from Him in another respect. Christ, before all 
time, preexisted in the form of God, but he did 
not forsake his unique role in order to be like God 
the Father in every way. The pre-incarnate Christ 
shared the Father’s deity, but he did not try to 
usurp the Father’s role. The Father would send the 
Son, and the Son would submit to being sent. In 
eternity past, the Son submitted to this plan.

Conclusion
My argument can be summed up as follows. 

Many commentators and grammarians see “form of 
God” and “equality with God” as semantic equiva-
lents. This semantic equivalence is based in part on 
the erroneous assumption of a grammatical link 
between “form of God” and “equality with God.” 
This supposed grammatical link consists of an 
anaphoric use of the articular infinitive, “the being 
equal with God” (to. ei=nai i=sa qew/||?). What I have 
shown is that this link has little grammatical basis 
and should be discarded. The theological result is 
that “form of God” and “equality with God” should 
not be regarded as synonymous but as phrases with 
distinct meanings. Therefore, in Paul’s Christology 
“form of God” is something that Jesus possessed by 
virtue of his deity, while “equality with God” is not. 
In fact, “equality with God” is best understood as 
a role that Jesus refused to pursue so that he could 
pursue his redemptive work in the incarnation.
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Dennis Jowers and H. Wayne House, The New Evangelical Subor-
dinationism? Perspectives on the Equality of God the Father and God 
the Son (Wipf & Stock). An earlier version of this article appeared 
as “On the Articular Infinitive in Philippians 2:6: A Grammatical 
Note with Christological Implications,” Tyndale Bulletin 55 (2004): 
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An Assessment of the Subordination Debate (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 
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Women,” in Discovering Biblical Equality: Complementarity without 
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 3Erickson, Who’s Tampering with the Trinity?, 120.
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2004), 409.
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ago: “On the Articular Infinitive in Philippians 2:6: A Grammati-
cal Note with Christological Implications,” Tyndale Bulletin 55, no. 
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appears in my book: Articular Infinitives in the Greek of the New Tes-
tament: On the Exegetical Benefit of Grammatical Precision (Shef-
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ence Grammar for the Greek New Testament: Exploratory 
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New Testament Greek: A Linguistic and Exegetical Approach [Nash-
ville: Broadman & Holman, 1994], x).
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the various interpretations, “a`rpagmo,j and the Meaning of Philip-
pians 2:5-11,” Journal of Theological Studies NS 37 (1986): 321–52. 
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the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Minneapolis: 
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 9This grammatical question is not vitiated by Roy W. Hoover’s 
watershed thesis that this double-accusative construction com-
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tion,” Harvard Theological Review 64 [1971]: 95–119). Even if 
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tactical and semantic contribution of the article with the infinitive. 
Against Hoover, see Samuel Vollenweider, “Der “Raub” der Gott-
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445–49.

10N. T. Wright, “a`rpagmo,j and the Meaning of Philippians 2:5–11,” 
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tion (except with the article)” (David Alan Black, Linguistics for 
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12These two examples are taken from Daniel B. Wallace’s Greek 
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morphē,” Theologische Zeitschrift 22 [1966]: 22). Yet I still agree with 
Bockmuehl (see preceding footnote) because this essence is mani-
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the being which underlies it” ( James Hope Moulton and George 
Milligan, The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament Illustrated from the 
Papyri and Other Non-Literary Sources [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1930], 417). So also Dennis W. Jowers, “The Meaning of MORFH 
in Philippians 2:6–7,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 
49, no. 4 (2006): 739–66. Contra Joseph H. Hellerman, “MORFH 
QEOU as a Signifier of Social Status in Philippians 2:6,” Journal of 
the Evangelical Theological Society 52, no. 4 (2009): 779–97.

16e.g., Peter T. O‘Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians (NIGTC; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 216; Gerald F. Hawthorne, Philippians 
(WBC; Waco, TX: Nelson, 1983), 84; Gordan D. Fee, Paul’s Letter 
to the Philippians (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 207; 
Kenneth Grayston, The Letters of Paul to the Philippians and the 
Thessalonians (Cambridge Bible Commentary; Cambridge: Cam-
bridge university, 1967), 27.

17F. Blass and A. Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament 
and Other Early Christian Literature (trans. and rev. Robert W. 
Funk; Chicago: university of Chicago, 1961), 205, §399 [hence-
forth BDF].

18BDF is not alone in its judgment. See also: A. T. Robertson, A 
Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical 
Research (4th ed.; Nashville: Broadman, 1934), 1065.

19BDF, 205, §399 [emphasis mine].
20Ibid.
21To be precise, we should note that determiners mark nouns as defi-

nite, and in certain contexts this definiteness has an anaphoric value. 
Thus anaphora is only properly understood as a sub-category of 
definiteness. John A. Hawkins’s work has exerted some consider-
able influence in the way that general linguists conceive of the 
semantic category of definiteness: “According to my location theory 
the speaker performs the following acts when using the definite 
article. He (a) introduces a referent (or referents) to the hearer; and 
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objects … and he (c) refers to the totality of the objects or mass 
within this set which satisfy the referring expression” (Definiteness 
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22By “semantic value” I am referring rather narrowly to the article’s 
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New Testament [New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1965], 25). 
One way to think about the difference between function words and 
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Complement Construction in the New Testament,” Grace Theologi-
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his Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 183.

27This is of course notwithstanding the person-thing double accusative 
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cal dative of the person (C. F. D. Moule, An Idiom Book of New Tes-
tament Greek [2d ed.; Cambridge: Cambridge university, 1959], 
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ment Construction,” 103–05; Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 
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30Funk, A Beginning-Intermediate Grammar of Hellenistic Greek, 
2:557. However, Funk’s use of John 8:37 as an example of a purely 
grammatical use of the article is incorrect. This text is actually an 
example of the article’s function as a determiner.

31Ibid., 2:558.
32A computer search of the GRAMCORD database produced this 

number. The statistics that follow are the result of my own search 
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8:6; 8:11; Gal 2:12; 3:17; 3:23; 4:18; Eph 1:12; 1:18; 6:11; Phil 1:7; 
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3:7; 4:2.

34The exceptions in literature outside of the New Testament are very 
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christlicher Jahrhunderte nicht seltene Ausdruck eivj piei/n ... Alle 
anderen in Betracht kommenden Fälle sind höchst zweifelhaft” 
(Edwin Mayser, Grammatik der griechischen papyri aus der Ptol-
emäerzeit, mit einschluss der gleichzeitigen ostraka und der in Ägypten 
verfassten inschriften, vol. 3, Satzlehre [Berlin and Leipzig: Walter 
de Gruyter, 1926], 324). Robertson agrees, “The instances without 
the article are clearly very few” (Grammar, 1069). According to 
Moulton, the Greek of the New Testament follows Attic in its use 
of the article. Moulton says that the frequent use of eivj piei/n in the 
papyri is the result of Ionic influence. That is why this exception 
exists in the papyri and not in the New Testament ( James Hope 
Moulton, A Grammar of New Testament Greek, vol. 1: Prolegomena 
[3d ed.; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1908], 81). There are many tex-
tual problems with the exceptions in the LXX (e.g., Judg 6:11; Ps 
122:2; 1 Mac 16:9: Robertson, Grammar, 1071–72 and Votaw, The 
Use of the Infinitive in Biblical Greek, 17–18). 

35This is not to say that the article make the infinitive substantival. 
As Robertson argues, “It is not true that the article makes the inf. 
a substantive as Winer has it. It is not just a substantive, nor just a 
verb, but both at the same time. . . . One naturally feels that the 
articular inf. is more substantival than the anarthrous … but that is 
not correct. … The addition of the article made no essential change 
in the inf. It was already both substantive and verb” (Grammar, 
1057, 1058, 1063).

36Ibid., 1069.

37There is also a semantic ambiguity that would occur in some 
instances because without the article the case of the infinitive 
would be ambiguous. As Robertson has argued, “It is the case 
which indicates the meaning of the preposition, and not the prepo-
sition which gives the meaning to the case” (Grammar, 554). Com-
pare this with the recommended procedure for interpreting 
prepositional phrases in Murray J. Harris, “Prepositions and Theol-
ogy in the Greek New Testament,” in New International Dictionary 
of New Testament Theology (ed. Colin Brown; (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1978), 3:1173; cf. Robertson, Grammar, 568. Accord-
ing to Robertson and Harris, one cannot understand prepositional 
phrases without first understanding the case of the object.

38Technically, this is a morpho-syntactic distinction because English 
relies so heavily upon word order.

39Modern readers often fail to recognize this fact. The proliferation 
of printed Bibles in our own day makes it difficult for modern 
readers to relate to the oral culture that existed two millennia ago. 
Yet we know that both Jews and Christians of the first century 
relied upon the spoken word for their scriptural training, not the 
written (Luke 4:16; Acts 13:15, 27; 15:21, 30–31; 2 Cor 3:14–15; 
Eph 3:4; Col 4:16; 1 Thess 5:27; 1 Tim 4:13; Rev 1:3). Robert H. 
Stein has recently reminded New Testament scholars of the impor-
tance of remembering that the New Testament materials were 
written with the knowledge that they were to be read aloud in the 
Christian assembly: “Another important implication that flows out 
of the presupposition that Mark thought of his “readers” as “hear-
ers” having his Gospel read to them, is that he wrote clearly enough 
that his hearers would be able to understand what he said as the 
Gospel was being read to them . . . Thus Mark, and even Paul’s letters, 
should be interpreted in light of the ability of their hearing audi-
ences to process the information being read to them, as it was being 
read” (“Our Reading of the Bible vs. the Original Audience’s Hear-
ing It,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 46 [2003]: 
73–74).

40In a private conversation with Peter Gentry on this matter, he sug-
gested that I exclude from my study all instances of articular infini-
tives governed by prepositions. He pointed out that since the 
article is grammatically required to mark the case of the infinitive, 
one should not attempt to discover additional semantic meaning in 
its use. 

41Matt 2:13; 3:13; 11:1(x2); 13:3; 15:20; 20:23; 21:32; 24:45; Mark 
9:10; 10:40; 12:33(x2); Luke 1:9; 1:57; 1:73; 1:77; 1:79; 2:6; 2:21; 
2:24; 2:27; 4:10; 4:42; 5:7; 8:5; 9:51; 10:19; 12:42; 17:1; 21:22; 
22:6; 22:31; 24:16; 24:25; 24:29; 24:45; Acts 3:2; 3:12; 5:31; 7:19; 
9:15; 10:25; 10:47; 13:47; 14:9; 14:18; 15:20; 18:10; 20:3; 20:20(x2); 
20:27; 20:30; 21:12; 23:15; 23:20; 25:11; 26:18; 26:18; 27:1; 27:20; 
Rom 1:24; 6:6; 7:3; 7:18; 7:18; 8:12; 11:8(x2); 11:10; 13:8; 14:13; 
14:21; 14:21; 15:22; 15:23; 1 Cor 7:26; 9:10; 10:13; 11:6; 11:6; 
14:39(x2); 16:4; 2 Cor. 1:8; 2:1; 2:13; 7:11; 8:10; 8:10; 8:11; 8:11; 
8:11; 9:1; 10:2; Gal 3:10; Phil 1:21(x2); 1:22; 1:24; 1:29(x2); 2:6; 
2:13; 2:13; 3:10; 3:21; 4:10; 1 Thess 4:6(x2); Heb. 2:15; 5:12; 10:7; 
10:9; 10:31; 11:5; Jas 5:17; 1 Pet 3:10; 4:17; Rev 12:7.

42These are the texts suggested in BDF, §399.1–2: Matt 15:20; cf. 
15:2, 23; Mark 9:10; 12:33; Acts 25:11; Rom 4:13; 7:18; 13:8; 
14:13; 1 Cor 7:37; 11:6; 14:39; 2 Cor 2:1; 8:10; 9:1; Phil 1:21, 24, 
29; 2:6, 13; 4:10; Heb 10:31; Rev 13:8.

43Robertson, Grammar, 1061. Votaw recognizes that instrumentality 
to some extent overlaps semantically with the categories cause, 
manner, means and includes 2 Cor 2:13 under this threefold head-
ing (Votaw, The Use of the Infinitive in Biblical Greek, 29). See also 
Moulton, Prolegomena, 220; Stanley E. Porter, Idioms of the Greek 
New Testament (Sheffield: JSOT, 1992), 200.
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44K. L. McKay, A New Syntax of the Verb in New Testament Greek: An 
Aspectual Approach (New York: Peter Lang, 1994), 55, 59.

45Ibid., 129.
46“The syntactic cases such as nominative and accusative encode pri-

mary syntactic functions such as subject and object and do not 
have any specific semantic function. On the other hand, [semantic] 
cases like ablative, instrumental, and locative generally represent 
adverbials which have a more specific semantic content” (Routledge 
Dictionary of Language and Linguistics, trans.Gregory Trauth and 
Kerstin Kazzazi [London: Routledge, 1996; original, Lexikon der 
Sprachwissenschaft; 2d completely revised edition. Stuttgart: Kröner 
Verlag, 1990], 63). The so-called syntactic cases (nominative and 
accusative) primarily denote grammatical structure while semantic 
cases encode a semantic element as well. Thus we see that observ-
ing the “ground meaning” of a semantic case is much more signifi-
cant than trying to observe the same for a syntactic case.

47I am thoroughly influenced by J. P. Louw in my description of the 
ground meaning of the Greek cases. On the nominative and accu-
sative in particular: “On the semantic level the accusative denotes 
relation to the constructional chain without defining the relation 
… On the semantic level the mere nominal idea is stated by the 
nominative without relation to the sentence, while the accusative, 
denoting a relation, is non-defining” (“Linguistic Theory and the 
Greek Case System,” Acta Classica 9 [1966]: 80).

48Michael W. Palmer writes that the article “disambiguates” the 
“structural ambiguity” of some Greek phrases (Levels of Constituent 
Structure in New Testament Greek [New York: Peter Lang, 1995], 
41, 40 respectively).

49Matt 3:15; 9:5; 9:5; 12:2; 12:4; 12:10; 12:12; 13:11; 14:4; 15:26; 
15:26; 16:21; 16:21; 16:21; 16:21; 17:4; 17:10; 18:7; 18:8; 18:8; 
18:9; 18:9; 18:13; 18:33; 19:3; 19:10; 19:24; 20:15; 22:17; 23:23 
(x2); 24:6; 25:27; 26:35; 26:54; 27:6; Mark 2:9(x2); 2:15; 2:23; 
2:26; 3:4(x4); 6:18; 7:27; 7:27; 8:31(x4); 8:36(x2); 9:5; 9:11; 
9:43(x2); 9:45(x2); 9:47(x2); 10:2; 10:24; 10:25(x2); 12:14; 13:7; 
13:10; 14:31; Luke 1:3; 2:26; 2:49; 3:21; 3:22(x2); 4:43; 5:23(x2); 
6:1; 6:4; 6:6(x2); 6:9(x4); 6:12; 8:10; 9:22(x4); 9:33; 11:42(x2); 
12:12; 13:14; 13:16; 13:33(x2); 14:3; 15:32(x2); 16:17(x2); 
16:22(x2); 17:25(x2); 18:1(x2); 18:25(x2); 19:5; 20:22; 21:9; 22:7; 
22:37; 24:7(x2); 24:26(x2); 24:44; 24:46(x2); 24:47; John 3:7; 3:14; 
3:30(x2); 4:4; 4:20; 4:24; 5:10; 9:4; 10:16; 12:34; 18:14; 18:31; 20:9; 
Acts 1:7; 1:16; 1:22; 2:29; 3:21; 4:5; 4:12; 4:19; 5:29; 6:2; 7:23; 9:3; 
9:6; 9:16; 9:32; 9:37; 9:43; 10:28(x2); 11:26(x3); 13:46; 14:1(x2); 
14:22; 15:5(x2); 15:22; 15:25; 15:28; 16:16; 16:21(x2); 16:30; 
17:3(x2); 19:1(x2); 19:21; 19:36(x2); 20:16(x2); 20:35(x4); 21:1; 
21:5; 21:35; 21:37; 22:6; 22:17; 22:18; 22:22; 22:25; 23:11; 
24:19(x2); 25:10; 25:16; 25:24; 25:27; 26:1; 26:9; 26:14; 27:21; 
27:24; 27:26; 27:44; 28:8; 28:17; Rom 12:3; 12:15(x2); 1 Cor 5:12; 
7:1; 7:9(x2); 8:2; 9:15; 11:13; 11:19; 14:34; 14:35; 15:25; 15:53(x2); 
16:4; 2 Cor 2:3; 5:10; 11:30; 12:1; 12:4; Gal. 4:18; 6:14; Eph 5:12; 
6:20; Phil 1:7; 3:1; Col 4:4; 4:6; 1 Thess 4:1(x2); 2 Thess 1:6; 3:7; 1 
Tim 3:2; 3:15; 2 Tim 2:6; 2:24(x2); Titus 1:7; 1:11; Heb 2:1; 2:10; 
4:6; 8:3; 9:5; 9:26; 9:27; 11:6; 13:9; Jas 3:10; 1 Pet 3:17; 2:21(x2); 
3:11; Rev 1:1; 4:1; 6:4; 7:2: 10:11; 11:5; 13:7(x2); 13:14; 13:15; 
16:8; 17:10; 20:3; 22:6. Votaw incorrectly includes Acts 23:30, 2 
Cor 9:5, Phil 2:25, 2 Pet 1:13, and Rev 13:10 in his list of anar-
throus subject infinitives (Votaw, The Use of the Infinitive in Biblical 
Greek, 31–40).

50This fact is most clearly seen in the 154 instances in which the 
infinitive is the subject of an impersonal verb. In each instance, the 
infinitive is anarthrous. 

51The editors of NA27 admit that tou/to has a comparatively weak 
textual basis and only give it a “C” rating (Bruce M. Metzger, A 

Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament [2d ed; Stuttgart: 
Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft/German Bible Society, 1994], 42). For 
this reason, I agree with the text of Westcott-Hort, which leaves it 
out.

52Acts 25:11; Rom 13:8; 14:13; 1 Cor 14:39; 14:39; 2 Cor 2:1; 8:10;  
8:10; 8:11; 10:2; Phil 2:6; 2:13; 2:13; 4:10; 1 Thess 4:6; 4:6.

53We might add 1 Thess 4:6 to the list of appositional uses. However, 
I think it is more likely that the article marks the two object infini-
tives as asyndetically coordinated with the infinitive phrase to. 
e`autou/ skeu/oj kta/sqai of verse 4:4. Thus there are two direct 
objects of the verb oi;da of verse 4:4. In any case, BDF does not 
make a case for an anaphoric use of the article in this text.

54James L. Boyer, “The Classification of Infinitives: A Statistical 
Study,” Grace Theological Journal 6 (1985): 9.

55BDAG, s.v. de,omai, 218.
56The accusative articular infinitive in the following verse (2 Cor. 

8:11) is necessary to remove any possible final or ecbatic sense from 
the infinitive phrase, which is the thrust of the following o[pwj 
clause.

57In the transitive sense, this verb takes “an accusative of the thing 
germinated” ( J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul ’s Epistle to the Philippians 
[Reprint, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1993], 163). The intransi-
tive sense would only occur if the genitive tou/ reading (F G) were 
preferred over the accusative to,, which is probably why BDAG and 
BDF describe this use of avnaqallw as factitive (BDAG, s.v. 
avnaqallw, 63; BDF §101; §399[1]).

58BDAG, s. v. evnerge,w, 335.
59Matt 8:24; 8:28; 10:1; 10:1; 12:22(x2); 13:2; 13:32(x2); 13:54; 

13:54; 15:31; 15:33; 24:24; 27:1; 27:14; Mark 1:27; 1:45; 2:2; 2:12; 
2:12; 3:10; 3:20; 3:20; 4:1; 4:32; 4:37; 9:26; 15:5; Luke 4:29; 5:7; 
12:1; 20:20; Acts 1:19; 5:15; 5:15; 14:1; 15:39; 16:26; 19:10; 19:12; 
19:12; 19:12; 19:16; Rom 7:6; 15:19 ; 1 Cor 1:7; 5:1; 13:2; 2 Cor. 
1:8; 2:7; 2:7; 3:7; 7:7; Phil 1:13; 1 Thess 1:7, 8; 2 Thess 1:4; 2:4; Heb 
13:6; 1 Pet 1:21.

60I take the present participle u`pa,rcwn as concessive. See BDAG, s.v. 
u`pa,rcw, 659. 

61I regard a`rpagmo,j to be concrete and passive, or res rapienda. See 
pp. 20–38 in my master’s thesis for an argument for this meaning 
(Dennis Burk, “The Meaning of Harpagmos in Phillippians 2:6,” 
[Th.M. Thesis, Dallas Theological Seminary, 2000], 13–14, 20–38). 

62Jesus’ refusal to grasp after equality with God is a function of his 
subordinate role as the second person of the Trinity. This reading 
resembles the theological conclusions of H. A. W. Meyer’s com-
mentary on this text (though he reached his conclusion through an 
exegesis different than my own), “in this pre-existence the Son 
appears as subordinate to the Father, as He does throughout the 
entire New Testament, although this is not …at variance with the 
Trinitarian equality of essence in the Biblical sense. By the 
a`rpagmo.n h`gei/sqai k.t.l., if it had taken place, He would have 
wished to relieve Himself from his subordination” (Critical and 
Exegetical handbook to the Epistles to the Philippians and Colossians 
[trans. John C. Moore from the 4th German ed.; rev. William P. 
Dickson; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1875], 83–84).
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Half the Church: Recapturing God ’s Global 
Vision for Women by Carolyn Custis James is a book 
written by a woman for women, calling them to 
bless the church and ultimately the world through 
the exercise of their gifts. First, a summary of the 
contents: The book is driven by two issues that 
are of chief concern to James. First, she “grieves” 
the loss to the church and to men when half the 
church effectively disappears through “anorexic 
spiritual diet” or stymied roles (19). Second, James 
is dismayed over the plight of women in other 
countries and is outraged that the church is not 
the loudest voice decrying the atrocities commit-
ted against women around the world (21). These 
two issues lead to three significant questions whose 
answers comprise the rest of the book. She wants to 
know what message the church has for women of 
the twenty-first century. What will the church do 
about the rampant suffering of the world, and what 
messages are we sending to the world in the way 
that we mobilize and treat our own daughters (41)? 
It is her desire to write a book that takes seriously 
the plight of women who live in states of horrific 
oppression, while simultaneously calling women 
of the evangelical church to kingdom action. In so 
doing, she urges women to participate in the “full-
orbed gospel”—that is, both gospel proclamation 
and mercy/social justice (25).

Much of the book is given to alerting the 
reader to atrocities committed against women 
around the world, such as abuse, sex-trafficing, 
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torture, and various kinds of murder (e.g., female 
infanticide and so-called honor killings). But James 
is concerned that the evangelical church is sending 
the wrong message to the watching world and to 
those women who are suffering. Though the time 
is right for 

believers to embody a gospel culture 
where both halves of the church are thriv-
ing because following Jesus produces a 
climate of honor, value, and love, and we 
are serving God together as he intended 
from the beginning.... Yet instead of 
casting a powerful gospel vision that 
both validates and mobilizes women, the 
church’s message for women is mixed at 
best—guarded, negative, and small at 
worst. Everywhere we go, a line has been 
drawn establishing parameters for how 
much or how little we are permitted to 
do within the church (48). 

To remedy this, James correctly turns to the 
Bible. First, from Genesis 1, she teaches that men 
and women are fully and equally created imago Dei 
(57–72). James rightly notes the glory of being an 
image bearer, along with the awesome responsibil-
ity that the doctrine entails. From the creation of 
man and woman in the image of God, she contends 
that Adam and Eve were born into conflict and 
resistance (before the fall) where both are called to 
be leaders in the tasks presented to them by God 

Gender Studies in Review
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(73–78). James finds evidence for female leadership 
in the narrative of Ruth and Naomi (80–98). 

Second, James turns to Genesis 2, where it is 
written that Eve was created as a helper fit (ezer 
kenegdo) for Adam. James notes that there are 
many places in Scripture where God is described 
as an ezer, often with military connotations. James 
then concludes that “God created his daughters 
to be ezer-warriors with our brothers” (113). She 
then unpacks the paradigm shifting implications 
(for both women and men) of women being “ezer-
warriors” (111–18, 123–33), particularly given the 
dangers in our current cultural context of magni-
fying submissiveness, surrender, and meekness as 
important attributes for women (120–23). 

Third, James turns to what she calls the 
“blessed alliance” that the Bible presents as the 
model for male and female roles and relationships 
(135–43). Examples of the blessed alliance are 
found in Esther and Mordecai, and then in Mary 
and Joseph (143–50). 

Having turned to the Bible for instruction and 
examples of how women and men are to relate in 
the mission of the Kingdom, James then explains 
where we ought not to turn in the Bible for such 
instruction: the passages over which complemen-
tarians and egalitarians debate (153–61). James 
believes that biblical texts such as 1 Tim 2:11–15 
are so difficult to understand that it would be wise 
to turn to clearer texts that are not the subject of 
debate for guidance on the issue of men’s and wom-
en’s roles in the church and home. It is frustrating 
to James that the church quarrels over these texts 
while women in the world are suffering injustice 
and atrocities (161–65). Turning to the example of 
Jesus, James suggests that evangelicals should be 
less concerned with issues of authority and more 
concerned with issues of justice (166–73). 

Finally, James concludes her book with a call 
to women to rise up and actively participate in the 
mission of the kingdom, proclaiming the gospel 
and advocating for women around the world who 
are suffering (175–94). The church must empower 
and utilize its other half by mobilizing an army of 
ezer-warriors.

Let me begin my critique of the book by high-

lighting four areas of agreement with James. First, 
it is evident that Carolyn Custis James is a sister 
in Christ who cares deeply about the proclamation 
of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Despite our differ-
ences, we are co-laborers in the kingdom of Christ. 
Second, in Half the Church, James calls attention to 
the atrocities committed against women in other 
nations. She rightly rebukes the church for its igno-
rance and silence concerning the horrific plight of 
far too many around the world. Third, James cor-
rectly calls for the church to engage in both the 
word and deed of the kingdom, commanded by 
Jesus, and then modeled by Jesus and his apostles. 
Too often the church swings from the extremes 
of proclamation only to mercy/social justice only. 
Such is a distortion of the kingdom and the gospel 
that announces it. Finally, James is right to want to 
get every woman involved in the ministry of the 
gospel. She appropriately grieves over the “anorexic 
spiritual diet” of many Christian women.

As an elder in a local church, I can deeply 
appreciate these emphases. unfortunately, the book 
is flawed at too many levels for me to endorse it. 
Hermeneutical errors, biblical-theological errors, 
exegetical errors, and logical errors abound. These 
errors are not peripheral to her main points but in 
every case exist precisely where her arguments are 
being made. For the reasons outlined below, I can-
not in good conscience recommend the book.

James understands Adam and Eve to be co-
laborers in a context of conflict and resistance even 
before the fall, necessitating a strong co-leader for 
Adam. But Scripture attributes the conflict of the 
biblical drama to sin, narrated in the account of the 
fall in Genesis 3. There is no hint in the narrative 
or in subsequent biblical testimony to the kind of 
conflict that would necessitate a co-leader and war-
rior for Adam. Adam is alone; so God creates one 
who is like him—but not the same as him—as a 
“helper suitable for him,” and in so doing creates 
the institution of marriage. James ignores the bib-
lical-theological categories of fall and redemption, 
attributing that which the Scriptures blame on the 
sinful rebellion of Adam and Eve to creation itself. 
Contrary to James’s analysis, Adam was called to 
“work and keep” the garden before the creation of 
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Eve (Gen 2:15), and this is language more in keep-
ing with a biblical priest than a biblical warrior. 
Further, even if the mandate to work and keep were 
passed on to Eve (which I suspect it was), does this 
entail that their respective roles in working and 
keeping were identical? 

James’s evaluation of the Hebrew word ezer 
is more problematic. Recall that James established 
that God had created a “warrior-ezer” for Adam 
because other biblical uses of the word ezer carry 
military implications. But words have meaning in 
specific contexts and to find a meaning of a word in 
one text and then transfer that meaning in whole-
sale fashion to another text is illegitimate. By the 
time James is done, her call for an army of warriors 
with ezer-spirit permeates the book. Gone, all in 
the name of a word study, is any notion of marriage 
in the understanding of “helper fit for him,” even 
though the context of that specific text (Gen 2:18) 
is marriage itself. Gone is the important and faith-
filled reality that Adam named his wife Eve (con-
tra James’s assertion in 100–01), “the mother of all 
living” (Gen 3:20), his statement of faith that God 
would save them one day through the offspring of 
his wife (Gen 3:15).

James calls for a blessed alliance between 
women and men. But she refuses to interact with 
the biblical texts that speak directly to how men 
and women are to relate in the context of the 
church and marriage (in fact, James implies that 
the Bible does not contain instructions for build-
ing a blessed alliance in our churches and homes 
[146]). She simply dismisses those texts as too 
difficult to understand, claiming that doctrines 
should be based on clear texts, not disputed texts. 
That sounds a bit like “cooking the books” to me. 
If one eliminates all the many biblical texts that 
speak to differentiation of roles in the church and 
home, then of course there would be no call or rea-
son for wives to submit to their husbands, or for 
the office of elder to be reserved for men. But are 
those texts too difficult to understand? Is “I do not 
permit a woman to teach or exercise authority over 
a man” or “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as 
to the Lord” impossible to interpret? I will grant 
that application will take wisdom and discernment. 

But disliking the implications of a verse is not the 
same thing as not being able to interpret the verse. 
If dispute over meaning were grounds for elimi-
nating biblical texts, we would have no word from 
God at all. Furthermore, dismissing the debate by 
arguing that while the church quarrels “millions of 
little girls are being sold as sex slaves in vast regions 
of the Majority Word ... and human trafficking is 
happening locally, right under our noses” (161) is 
both a red herring and an appeal to emotion, and is 
neither suitable nor helpful for real Christian dis-
course, nor does it help those being victimized. 

On the same topic, James feels that the egali-
tarian world is repelled over the debates concerning 
men’s and women’s roles in the church and home, 
because women who have experienced great gains 
in the academy and workforce are called to submit 
in the church (48–49, 159). But what kind of argu-
ment is this? Of course our fallen world will look at 
the church, which calls for women to submit to the 
sacrificial leadership of their husbands, as hope-
lessly bizarre. Acceptance or rejection by the world 
is not an argument in any way for the legitimacy of 
a doctrine. 

One last significant hermeneutical flaw: James 
believes that a key to understanding the Ancient 
Near East and Greco Roman contexts in which the 
Bible was written is to look at today’s Middle East 
(32). They do share commonality in that they could 
each be described as patriarchal, but is it legitimate 
to compare the contemporary Muslim culture 
of the Middle East with the Jewish and Greco-
Roman cultures of the Old and New Testaments? 
For example, did Mary really face the threat of an 
“honor killing?” The biblical texts do not indicate 
so. When such erroneous cultural assumptions are 
made, the result in Half the Church is a distortion of 
the biblical narratives. Honestly, as I read James’s 
retelling of the stories, I almost came to dislike 
Joseph and Boaz for being dangerous patriarch-
alists. Never mind that the biblical texts describe 
Joseph and Boaz as “just” and “worthy,” respec-
tively. In general, James’s interpretation of the bib-
lical narratives, particularly when she seeks to find 
examples of female leadership over men (e.g., Ruth 
and Naomi over Boaz, Mary over Joseph, Esther 
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over Mordecai), are creative, but faithful neither to 
the immediate context nor to the biblical-theolog-
ical storyline.

Finally, as a husband, father of a daughter 
(and five sons), and elder over a church at least 
half-full of women, I must comment on the tone 
of the book. The language throughout is prejudicial 
against those who see marriage and motherhood 
as of the essence of femininity, and against those 
who see submissiveness as a legitimate biblical vir-
tue to be sought after. For example, women who 
lovingly submit to the sacrificial and loving lead-
ership of their husbands are described as bringing 
less of themselves to the task at hand, not bringing 
their full selves to the partnership (158). Parents 
who teach their daughters to submit in this day and 
age might be setting them up for physical abuse 
(120–22). Perhaps most frustrating were claims 
that differentiation of men’s and women’s roles in 
the church and home are not qualitatively different 
than—and could lead to—the atrocities of violence 
and abuse committed against women in the world. 
These claims were explicitly made (e.g., 110). They 
were, perhaps more effectively, implicitly made on 
the numerous occasions when chapters express-
ing concern for women in the church began and 
ended with stories of horrific abuse from around 
the world. This is an effective literary strategy, but 
it is irresponsible, logically flawed, and misleading. 

James is right to call attention to the plight of 
victimized women around the world, but her bibli-
cal arguments are so poor that she has done little to 
rectify the meager spiritual diet she so decries. The 
women of the church need better than this.
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Tom McCall has provided a very helpful 
description and assessment of several leading Trin-
itarian proposals of recent years. His endeavor to 
engage some of the most influential contributions 
from philosophical and systematic theologians 
together succeeds well, in most ways. He is a clear 
writer and is able to summarize complex discus-
sions from both fields, and he does so in a way that 
both can benefit from understanding more clearly 
the strengths and weaknesses of the various pro-
posals he discusses.

The book divides into three sections. Section 
one discusses major proposals on both Trinity and 
Monotheism. McCall presents summaries of key 
contributors within “schools” or models of Social 
Trinitarianism (e.g., Cornelius Plantinga, Rich-
ard Swinburne, Stephen Davis, J. P. Moreland, and 
William Lane Craig), Relative Trinitarianism (e.g., 
Peter Geach and Peter van Inwagen), and Latin 
Trinitarianism (e.g., Brian Leftow). In each case, he 
discusses these positions in sufficient detail for the 
reader to follow the main lines of argument, and he 
provides substantive critique both here and later in 
the book. McCall then discusses historical, philo-
sophical, and theological issues related to Monothe-
ism, providing helpful assessment and evaluation.

Section two turns to some of the key con-
ceptual tools of analytic philosophy that are also 
accessed in Trinitarian theology. Here he focuses 
special attention on Robert Jenson’s stress on God 
as the one who raised Jesus, Jürgen Moltmann’s 
use of Perichoresis, Wayne Grudem and Bruce 
Ware’s proposal of “eternal functional subordina-

tionism,” and John Zizioulas’s stress on holy love 
and divine aseity. In each case he provides sum-
mary of the view in question and then engages in 
critical assessment.

Section three provides something of a map 
for further endeavors of Trinitarian development 
as McCall sets forth certain conclusions and com-
mitments he suggests are important for a correct 
understanding of the oneness and threeness of God.

I found most of the book clear and help-
ful in thinking through a host of issues related to 
understanding this complex doctrine. Some readers 
would find McCall’s favorable assessment of some 
version of social Trinitarianism problematic, but I 
stand with him in his positive (with qualifications) 
advocacy of this model. His eighth concluding prin-
ciple states, “Trinitarian theology should insist on 
an understanding of persons that is consistent with 
the New Testament portrayal of the divine persons, 
that is, as distinct centers of consciousness and will 
who exist together in loving relationships of mutual 
dependence” (236). I agree that the Trinity is most 
clearly understood when the Persons of the God-
head are seen as distinct centers of consciousness 
and will. How one would understand the eternal 
relatedness within the Godhead if this were not the 
case certainly is difficult to conceive. Others, how-
ever, would surely disagree with McCall’s openness 
to some modified form of social Trinitarianism in 
ways that I would not. Further, many of McCall’s 
constructive suggestions are helpful and on target, 
both biblically and theologically (though there is 
little interaction with Scripture). On the whole, the 
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book is helpful to those who are undertaking the 
mind-bending task of endeavoring to understand 
the nature of Trinitarian discussions in our day.

The one (and only) area with which I have 
major disagreement is in how McCall both 
described and evaluated the “eternal functional 
subordination” (EFS) proposal that Wayne Gru-
dem and I (along with many others, of course) 
have sought to explain and defend. Readers of this 
review surely have every right to think, “Well, of 
course you didn’t like his treatment, since he was 
very critical of your view.” Indeed, he was critical. 
But in my judgment, this chapter failed to show the 
kind of careful and fair description of other’s views 
McCall evidenced elsewhere in the book, and his 
critique of our proposal is deeply misguided and 
mistaken. Because this is the only area of the book 
with which I have strong disagreement, I’ll devote 
the rest of this review to my brief reply to McCall’s 
sixth chapter, “‘Eternal Functional Subordination’: 
Considering a recent Evangelical Proposal.”

McCall’s opening description of EFS starts 
well. He indicates that some (he quotes mostly 
throughout chapter 6 from writings by Wayne 
Grudem and me) evangelicals have wanted to deny 
“ontological” or “essential” subordination while also 
insisting on the Son’s eternal “functional” subordi-
nation to the Father. That is, EFS affirms the full 
equality of the Father, Son, and Spirit in essence, 
as each possesses eternally the identically divine 
nature, while EFS also affirms that the submission 
of the Son to the Father is not merely a submis-
sion of the incarnate Son but also of the Son in 
eternity past and in eternity future. The Son, then, 
is fully and eternally equal to the Father in nature 
(hence, homoousios) while being eternally distinct 
from the Father in function, as the Son submits to 
the authority of his Father.

But McCall challenges the validity of this posi-
tion. He first raises questions about what such sub-
mission would look like in a world where only God 
exists. This is a fair question, but of course almost 
any question about the inner relations among the 
Trinitarian persons apart from creation is hard to 
conceive. More centrally, however, he claims that—
what he calls “Hard EFS” —the view that the Son’s 

submission was not only incarnational (i.e., “Soft 
EFS”) but in fact marks his relation to the Father 
for all eternity—“entails the denial of the homoou-
sion” (179, cf. 180, 188). The charge here needs to be 
seen for the seriousness it contains. If Wayne Gru-
dem and I (and others) support a position which 
“entails” the denial of homoousios, despite what we 
may claim elsewhere, we are guilty of denying the 
full deity of the Son, and hence we are guilty of 
heresy of the first order. After all, if the Son is not 
homoousios with the Father, then his nature (ousios) 
is not “the same” (homo) or equal to the Father. But 
since the Father possesses eternally the nature of 
God, and if the Son has a nature different than 
the nature of the Father, then the Son cannot be 
God. This charge, to be honest, takes my breath 
away. If McCall is correct, then those who teach 
EFS should be disciplined by the institutions and 
churches where they serve. McCall’s final sentence 
in his chapter six summarizes his charge and its 
seriousness: “If I am right, [Hard EFS] simply 
entails the direct denial of the homoousion, and 
thus should be resisted by Christians who hold to 
creedal orthodoxy” (188).

On what basis does he level this charge? Here 
is McCall’s statement explaining why Hard EFS 
entails a denial of homoousios, one deserving a very 
careful and attentive reading:

(1) If Hard EFS is true, then the Son has 
the property being functionally subordinate 
in all time segments in all possible worlds.
(2) If the Son has this property in every 
possible world, then the Son has this 
property necessarily. Furthermore, the 
Son has this property with de re rather 
than de dicto necessity.
(3) If the Son has this property necessar-
ily (de re), then the Son has it essentially.
(4) If Hard EFS is true, then the Son has 
this property essentially while the Father 
does not.
(5) If the Son has this property essen-
tially and the Father does not, then the 
Son is of a different essence than the 
Father. Thus the Son is heteroousios rather 
than homoousios.
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Permit me a couple responses. First, if Hard 
EFS succumbs to heteroousios based on the logic of 
this argument, then Athanasius and the framers of 
the Nicene Creed succumb likewise. Why? Sim-
ply for this reason: Athanasius and Nicea also held 
that the Son possesses a property that is his alone, 
a property that he possesses in all possible worlds, 
one that he has de re (in principle) rather than de 
dicto (in fact) and hence essentially (i.e., necessar-
ily and non-contingently), and one that the Father 
does not also possess. After all, not to affirm this 
would be to say that the Son is not the eternal Son 
of the Father, that his being begotten is contingent 
(de dicto) and hence not necessary. But Nicea saw 
no such contingency attached to its declaration 
that the Son was the only begotten of the Father. 
Instead, the Son alone is begotten of the Father—
the Father is unbegotten; the Spirit proceeds; but 
the Son is begotten. Only the Son is begotten, and 
the Son’s begottenness is from eternity. This prop-
erty is true of the Son in every possible world, since 
this is not a contingent or accidental property but 
is a necessary property. This property is possessed 
by the Son with a de re necessity; it is a property 
that the Son has essentially (i.e., necessarily and 
non-contingently), and the Father does not possess 
it. Well then, according to the argument McCall 
proposes, the fifth premise is just as applicable to 
Athanasius and Nicea as to Hard EFS. If the Son 
has this essential property of being eternally begot-
ten and if the Father does not also possess this 
property, then the Son is of a different essence than 
the Father. Thus the Son is heteroousios rather than 
homoousios. The irony here is thick. Athanasius and 
Nicea proposed homoousios and succeeded in getting 
this word and its attending concept into the first 
ecumenical creed of the church. But this same creed 
also speaks of the Son as “begotten, not made,” and 
it thus affirms a property of the Son unique to him 
as Son, essential to him in his personhood as Son, 
and one the Father does not possess. If McCall is 
correct, Athanasius and Nicea are deeply and irrec-
oncilably contradictory. While they affirm homoou-
sios, their insistence on an essential property unique 
to the Son entails their denial of homoousios.

This brings me to my second response. Why 

are Athanasius and Nicea not guilty as charged? 
And why are proponents of Hard EFS likewise 
not guilty? The property in question for each—
the property of “begottenness” for Athanasius and 
Nicea, and the property of “eternal functional sub-
ordination” for advocates of Hard EFS—is a prop-
erty of the person of the Son, not a property of the 
essence or nature which the Son shares fully with the 
Father and the Spirit. It puzzles me to no end why 
McCall did not consider this solution to the argu-
ment he set forth against Hard EFS. One reason 
for my puzzlement is this: Wayne Grudem and I 
gave this very response to Tom McCall and Keith 
Yandell in a public debate we had with them on 
October 9, 2008. In our opening remarks, provided 
to them in a document prior to the debate and to all 
who attended the debate, we wrote and then said,

[W]hile the Son has properties of his per-
sonhood that the Father in his personhood 
does not and cannot have, yet each and 
every property of the Son’s divine essence 
is a property possessed also fully and eter-
nally by the Father in his divine essence. 
The Son, then, is rightly distinguished in 
his personhood from the Father, but the 
Son cannot rightly be distinguished in 
his essence from the Father, since then the 
Father would be in essence different from 
the essence of the Son (and Spirit).... (p. 
17 of Grudem-Ware Opening Statement 
for the Affirmative, on the question, “Do 
Relations of Authority and Submission 
Exist Eternally among the Persons of the 
Godhead?” Debate with Tom McCall 
and Keith Yandell, held in the chapel 
of Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 
Deerfield, Illinois, October 9, 2008.)

Since McCall’s book was published in 2010, I can 
only assume that he had access to our previous 
response to his own argument against us, and yet 
he chose not to indicate any knowledge of this 
reply, or of the debate more generally, in the chap-
ter he wrote on this issue.

Also puzzling is this: McCall actually refers 
at one point to a possible appeal to “personal prop-
erties” as those which distinguish the Father, Son, 
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and Spirit from one another. But when he writes of 
these, he says,

Traditionally, properties such as “being 
generated,” “being ingenerate,” or “being 
spirated” belong to the distinct persons 
and are thus called “personal properties.” 
These belong eternally to the divine per-
sons, and each is possessed by only one 
of the divine persons. The Father, Son, 
and Spirit are personally distinct in their 
relations, and they are so eternally. Given 
this, why would we need to appeal to 
functional properties to account for gen-
uine distinction? (184).

How very strange, indeed. The property of “eternal 
functional subordination” that the Son possesses 
and the Father does not possess is indeed a per-
sonal property. That is, this is a property of the per-
son of the Son, and it is a property that only could 
exist in relation to another person. The Son could 
not possess this property were he a monad or a 
unitarian deity. But as the person of the Son, he is 
under the authority of the Father, and as such his 
property of “eternal functional subordination” is a 
property of his personhood or a “personal prop-
erty.” I cannot fathom how or why McCall would 
fail to see this property as a personal property of 
the Son in relationship with the Father in the ways 
in which advocates of EFS have labored to describe.

And adding to the puzzlement is this. Later 
in McCall’s book, he references this very line 
of thought in considering how Zizioulas might 
escape a problem McCall had noted of his view. In 
discussing this possible escape, McCall notes that 
one might

take recourse to the venerable distinc-
tion offered by the Cappadocians against 
the assaults of “neo-Arianism.” Recall 
that when pressed by Eunomius that 
the divine hypostases must be different 
in either essence or accidents (neither of 
which was palatable), the Cappadocians 
responded that the properties that distin-
guished the divine hypostases were nei-
ther essential (which would amount to a 
denial of the homoousion) nor accidental 

(which would make the divine hypostases 
contingent), but that the divine hyposta-
ses are distinguished by personal proper-
ties. In other words, the hypostases are 
distinguished by relational properties—
properties had by virtue of the relations 
to the other divine persons (200).

So, it appears that McCall confuses two sets of 
properties that are distinguished within the Hard 
EFS position—(1) properties possessed fully and 
eternally by the Father, by the Son, and by the 
Spirit, of the one and undivided divine essence, and 
(2) properties possessed distinctly by the Father, 
and other properties possessed distinctly by the 
Son, and yet other properties possessed distinctly 
of the Spirit, as properties of each of their respec-
tive Persons. When Hard EFS states that the Son 
possesses eternally the property of being under the 
authority of the Father, it proposes this as a prop-
erty of the Son’s personhood and not a property of 
the Son’s essence. EFS, then, appeals to the very 
same distinction to which the Cappadocians appeal 
in response to the neo-Arians.

This leads me to my third response. An 
equivocation of sorts has occurred in how McCall 
frames his argument supporting his charge that 
Hard EFS denies homoousios. When McCall states 
in his premise (5) that: “If the Son has this property 
essentially and the Father does not, then the Son is 
of a different essence than the Father,” it is clear that 
McCall sees the possession of a unique property 
“essentially” as indicating a unique “essence.” But 
this confuses the meaning of the adjective “essen-
tial” and the noun “essence.” That “venerable dis-
tinction offered by the Cappadocians” surely had in 
mind properties of personhood that were “essential” 
to the Father being the Father (e.g., unbegotten), 
“essential” to the Son being the Son (e.g., eternally 
begotten), and “essential” to the Spirit being the 
Spirit (e.g., proceeding from the Father—as stated 
in the 381 Constantinople addition to the Nicene 
Creed), while also affirming that every property 
of the “essence” of God was possessed fully by the 
Father, and by the Son, and by the Spirit. But the 
distinguishing properties of the unique person-
hood of each Trinitarian person, while essential to 
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who each is, does not constitute those properties as 
properties of the divine essence. No, they are prop-
erties (essential though they be) of the persons. 
Can it be otherwise? Can we say of the Father (or 
Son, or Spirit) that he has no essential (i.e, non-
contingent, necessary) distinguishing properties of 
his personhood? If we can, then what marks the 
Father as the Father, or the Son as the Son, or the 
Spirit as the Spirit? Clearly, the distinction of the 
persons requires that there are distinguishing prop-
erties of each person, such that these properties of 
their unique personhood are essential to that per-
sonhood as opposed to being merely contingent or 
accidental. In short, it does not follow that because 
the Son has a distinguishing property, a property 
that he possesses in every possible world, one that 
he possesses with a de re necessity, and one that he 
possesses essentially—it does not follow from this 
that he therefore has a different essence from the 
Father, so long as that distinguishing property is 
one of his person and not a property of the com-
mon essence he possesses eternally and fully along 
with the Father and the Spirit.

In light of the fact that McCall had heard 
and read our responses to his charges at our debate 
in October of 2008, and in light of the “vener-
able distinction offered by the Cappadocians” 
that he cites later in his book—a distinction that 
appeals exactly to what the advocates of Hard EFS 
appeal—I find his charge that the Hard EFS posi-
tion entails a denial of homoousios, offering no dis-
cussion of how Grudem and I would answer his 
charges, irresponsible.

McCall also skirts past the massive biblical 
and historical evidence that Grudem and I put 
forward in our debate. His discussion of our posi-
tion, if the reader knew nothing else, would lead 
one to think that, basically, we only have passages 
that speak of the incarnational submission of the 
Son to the Father on which to base our view. This 
description of our view is deceptively selective and 
misleading, to say the least. If the reader of this 
review would care to do so, he may listen to and 
view the October 9, 2008, debate in which Gru-
dem and I lay out a large summary of our evidence, 
along with the McCall-Yandell opening statements 

and our interaction (see http://www.henrycenter.
org/media/?id=154&type=video).

What otherwise is a very helpful and insight-
ful discussion of the Trinity is marred by McCall’s 
discussion in chapter six. I continue to commend 
the book, however, since it has much to offer. I do 
hope, however, that McCall will retract the charge 
he levels at evangelicals who hold to the eternal 
roles of authority and submission in the God-
head. Repeatedly, Grudem and I (not to mention 
others who hold our view) have affirmed the full, 
unqualified, and eternal homoousios of the Son with 
the Father and Spirit. To deny homoousios and the 
full deity of the Son is unthinkable for both of us. 
So, the charge that our position entails its denial 
is weighty, serious, and grave. Also weighty, how-
ever, is the clear biblical teaching that the Father 
created the universe through the agency of the Son  
(1 Cor 8:6; Heb 1:1–2), that the Son came down 
from heaven not to do his own will but to do the will 
of the Father ( John 6:38), that that the Son became 
incarnate not on his own initiative but because the 
Father sent him ( John 8:42), that the Son submits 
himself to the Father in his exaltation as he sits at 
the Father’s right hand (1 Cor 15:28), and that this 
relationship marked by the Father’s authority and 
the Son’s submission is never, never reversed. 

Faithfulness to Scripture requires affirming 
both the full equality of essence of the Father, Son, 
and Spirit, along with affirming the eternal author-
ity-submission role distinctions among those per-
sons. Equality and distinction both must be upheld, 
as McCall himself attests to repeatedly. Our pro-
posal seeks to do just this, and to do it in a man-
ner fully faithful to all of the Bible’s teaching. For 
all of the benefits of McCall’s book—and there are 
many—this chapter’s weakness is massive. Perhaps 
we can hope for revisions of his critique that will be 
more on par with much of the rest of the volume.
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The purpose of Deceiving Winds is to take a 
thematic look at key concerns in Paul’s letters that 
relate to leadership, worship, and gender issues. The 
author’s methodology is to show how the thoughts 
and practices of ancient cults have reappeared in 
present times (15). Morton’s proofs for these con-
temporary reappearances include websites dedicated 
to Artemis and Isis as well as contemporary texts that 
mention an “inner goddess” (16). Wicca, New Age 
spirituality, religious feminism, and certain strands 
of the “emerging church” are lumped together in a 
shared “message of mysticism,” which Morton links 
to ancient Ephesian goddess worship (16). 

Therein lies one of the primary problems in this 
well-intentioned but misguided book: Throughout 
Deceiving Winds, the author leaps directly from the 
goddess cults of ancient Asia and Achaia to con-
temporary Wiccan practices and goddess worship. 
In the process, Morton seems to overlook the fact 
that, although contemporary goddess-worshipers 
may invoke the names of ancient deities, these 
present practices have little (if anything) to do with 
the rituals known to people in Paul’s world. Con-
temporary practices of Wicca and goddess worship 
derive primarily from the now-discredited works 
of Margaret Murray, Marija Gimbutas, and oth-
ers—works that claimed to have reconstructed a 
long-lost goddess-centered past. Ancient paganism 

and contemporary claims of a goddess-centered 
past are equally false, but the history and practices 
associated with each falsehood differ at the most 
fundamental levels. Nevertheless, Morton moves 
between the two as if they are analogous or even 
identical (see, e.g., 36–37).

Other logical linkages throughout the book 
are equally tenuous: At one point, Morton begins 
with the church’s perennial need to focus on God 
the Father’s power before leaping to a critique of 
Rudolf Bultmann and then to an encouragement 
for Christians to center their lives on the resurrec-
tion of Jesus by “singing Anna Barbauld’s beauti-
ful eighteenth century song Again the Lord of Light 
and Life”; all of this unfolds in the space of two 
pages (28–29). Later, Morton claims that a particu-
lar form of hip-hop music must be “closely linked 
with the sound of Dionysiac music and ritual” 
because both include “high-pitched sounds and 
deep bass rhythms” (76). Despite repeated readings, 
I was never able to untangle how an ancient game 
played with a goat’s knee bones connects to Gaia 
concepts in Captain Planet which in turn tie some-
how to contemporary children’s need for activities 
that illustrate God’s connection with humanity 
(118–19). 

Exegetical fallacies mar the book as well. 
Because epimelesetai (“he will care for,” 1 Tim 3:5) 
derives from a form of meli (“honey”) and because 
bee motifs were common in Ephesus, Morton rea-
sons that Paul was calling elders to “sweet friend-
ship” when the apostle wrote, “If he does not know 
how to manage his own household, how will he 
care for [epimelestai] God’s church?” (149–50). 
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While sweet friendship with church members is 
certainly to be commended, I find it highly unlikely 
that Paul was thinking about honeybees when he 
selected this verb. This is a textbook example of an 
etymological fallacy. 

Morton’s commitment to non-instrumen-
tal worship seems to cloud his exegetical choices 
at times. After admitting that psallein (“to make 
music”) includes the use of stringed instruments in 
the Septuagint, Morton argues that Paul’s addition 
of “with the heart” (Eph 5:19) changes the mean-
ing so that the word now excludes the use of instru-
ments (92). The semantic range of psallein may not 
necessarily require stringed instruments; however, 
it is a stretch to conclude that the addition of “with 
the heart” so radically shifts the meaning of the 
term that it now excludes instruments.

The author of this text clearly means well, and 
his desire to equip Christians to withstand neo-
paganism is to be commended. Morton clearly 
affirms and defends male eldership in churches; 
this too is to be commended. At the same time, 
excessive exegetical missteps and unwarranted log-
ical leaps prevent a wholehearted recommendation 
of this book.
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Could a man become a master artist simply by 
visiting his local museum to observe the artwork? 
Not likely. But his night at the museum could 
spark a passion for art that develops into a lifetime 
pursuit of painting. In The Art of Manliness: Clas-
sic Skills and Manners for the Modern Man, authors 
Brett and Kate McKay take men on a guided tour 
of the art of manhood with the goal of igniting a 
“lifetime pursuit of the art of manliness” (264).

Building on the success of their popular web-
site of the same name, the McKays write this book 
to overcome the modern crisis of manhood by 
encouraging “a new generation of men to pick up 
where their grandfathers left off in the history and 
legacy of manliness” (2). Highlighting skills rang-
ing from treating snake bites to changing diapers, 
the book argues that “manliness doesn’t need to be 
reinvented. The art of manliness just needs to be 
rediscovered” (2). Though the McKays are Mormon 
and write the book from a largely secular vantage 
point, The Art of Manliness calls for a return to vir-
tuous masculinity that can help evangelicals evalu-
ate the status of biblical manhood in the church.

The Art of Manliness recognizes that there is a 
crisis of manhood in contemporary culture. Accord-
ing to the authors, manly virtues have disappeared 
in the last fifty years. To fill the void, manliness has 
become associated with “dithering dads ... shallow 
action dudes ... and the meatheads of men’s maga-
zines” (2). The cause of this lapse is that, “in too 
many cases, fathers have stopped passing down the 
art of manliness to the next generation” (144). As 
a result, what the culture sees is “a bunch of boys 

walking around in men’s bodies” (117). This man-
hood crisis extends even to evangelical churches 
and families. How can Christians address the issue?

Several ideas that frame the McKays’ discus-
sion of manliness can shape the recovery of bibli-
cal manhood in evangelical churches and homes. 
First, The Art of Manliness realizes that recovering 
manhood requires a model. For their model, the 
McKays look back to an abstract golden age of 
masculinity in which “manliness was a worthy and 
distinct characteristic” (1). The Bible makes it clear, 
however, that humanity has been looking back for 
a golden age of male headship ever since Adam 
rejected it at the fall. Instead, evangelicals have a 
better model—not an abstract group of historical 
figures but the God-man Jesus, who is the defining 
example of the art of manliness. Reclaiming bibli-
cal manhood is at root a restoration of dominion. 
For evangelicals to recover the biblical art of manli-
ness, we must follow the model of Christ the king.

Second, The Art of Manliness recognizes that 
recovering manhood hinges on mentors in general 
and fathers in particular. The decline of manhood is 
because “fathers have ceased passing on the art of 
manliness to their sons” (2). Part of the problem is 
that “dad-manship does not come with an instruc-
tional manual” (144). Yet, for believers, the Bible 
does provide direction for discipleship (2 Timothy 
2; Hebrews 12:3–11). What if discipleship by fathers 
and churches included training not only in spiritual 
matters like Scripture memory but also in practical 
matters like car repair? For evangelicals to recover the 
biblical art of manliness, we must raise up mentors.
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Third, The Art of Manliness realizes that recov-
ering manhood rests on maturity. As the book notes, 
“The world needs the leadership of virtuous men 
more than ever” (208). It takes maturity to build 
maturity. The manly virtues that the McKays advo-
cate are strikingly similar to the fruit of the Spirit 
and spiritual gifts described in Scripture. Yet, Chris-
tians must go further than the McKays contention 
that “manliness simply means being the best man 
you can be” (264). Instead, Scripture declares that 
the normal Christian life for men must be marked 
by manly virtue that reflects the character of Christ. 
For evangelicals to recover the biblical art of manli-
ness, we must re-focus on maturity.

Fourth, The Art of Manliness recognizes that 
recovering manhood re-orients our mission. Man-
liness cannot be taught through a manual. The 
McKays admit this, stating that the book should 
“only be the beginning” of the reader’s pursuit of 
manliness (3). Christians are not called to pro-
duce gender-neutral disciples. Instead, inherent 
in Christ’s call to the kingdom community of the 
church is the need to cultivate distinctly biblical 
masculinity and femininity. For evangelicals to 
recover the biblical art of manliness, we must re-
orient our mission.

The Art of Manliness appeals to many men in 
our culture because they resonate with the call to 
rediscover masculinity. Those who read the work 
may learn about new skills or techniques. But, for 
the evangelical reader, the true value of the book 
lies in calling the church to reflect on its mission of 
raising boys to be men who distinctly display bibli-
cal manhood. Overall, it reminds the church of its 
expectation to raise up men who lead, provide, and 
protect in a way that reflects not a golden age of 
masculinity but Christ the warrior king who com-
pletely embodies biblical manhood.
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Summary
The introduction to Just How Married Do You 

Want to Be? informs the reader that Jim and Sarah 
Sumner had been married “almost twelve years” 
at the time of publication. They do not hesitate to 
add, “these have been seven of the happiest years 
of our whole lives!” (11). In other words, they do 
not claim that marriage is easy or automatic (12). 
It is not a possession for people to have (13). It is 
hard work that happens by choice and covenantal 
commitment as people learn to practice oneness 
in their “one flesh” relationship (12–13). As the 
authors recall counseling a husband and wife who 
told them the love is gone and the marriage is over, 
they remind the couple and the reader that mar-
riage is a covenant in which the focus is “not about 
being loved,” but “about learning to love” (13).

The Sumners are great models in this regard 
because they certainly have a unique story to tell 
concerning the triumph of God’s grace in their 
marriage. The first chapter is called “an unlikely 
couple” and the reader will not have to read far to 
discover why. Sarah was on her way to being the 
first woman to graduate from Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School with a Ph.D. in systematic theol-
ogy, while Jim was a stripper (21). They met at Wil-
low Creek Community Church. Jim had heard the 
gospel at Cook County Correctional Facility and 
was now a new believer (21). He had the reputation 
for being “the most on-fire new Christian at Wil-
low Creek” (22), while Sarah had a previous minis-
try experience of nineteen years and was currently 
on paid staff at Willow Creek. The rest of the book 

chronicles some of the lessons they have learned 
in marriage, especially how to overcome their con-
siderable differences in order to attain the goal of 
“oneness” in marriage.

Those who write books on marriage need to 
defend them. Why another book on marriage? 
What is unique about this one? The introduction 
claims that their book challenges people to ask 
“just how married they want to be” as a spouse to 
their partner and as a Christian to their Lord, the 
Groom of the church (14). As part of this chal-
lenge, “the uniqueness of this book is the theologi-
cal paradigm it promotes” (14). They argue that too 
many Christians focus on the roles that husband 
and wife play in the marriage. They believe that this 
focus is misguided because the “headship” of the 
husband conveys the image of “oneness,” not “lead-
ership” (16–17).

The subtitle of the book is, thus, an excellent 
summary of the book’s contents: “practicing one-
ness in marriage.” The second chapter discusses 
two popular models of marriage and what is wrong 
with them. The authors attempt to move beyond 
the traditional complementarian and egalitarian 
models of marriage. In other words, they argue that 
both positions fall short of Scripture, and thus they 
call for a new model. Chapter three attempts to 
unpack a deeper understanding of headship that 
will prepare the way for their specific proposal (the 
“biblical” model) in chapter four.

In chapter two, the Sumners argue that the 
complementarian position takes the “mystery” out 
of marriage. Jim Sumner says that he once operated 
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under the model that says the husband is the head 
of the house. He was to be the leader that made “the 
final decisions” (36), while the wife “though invited 
to offer her best input in decision making,” must 
“submit” in the end (36). The authors emphasize 
the distinct difference between the phrase “head 
of the wife” and “head of the house” (36–37). This 
subtle shift from “wife” to “house” distorts the bib-
lical imagery because the husband does not become 
“one flesh” with his house (36).

The biblical picture of a head connected to 
the body is a metaphor (38). The authors insist that 
metaphors should not be defined or taken liter-
ally (38). They argue that others want to define the 
word “head” instead of maintaining its metaphori-
cal usage. “Consequently, the biblical picture gets 
lost. There is no biblical picture of head and body 
oneness when the husband is assumed to be the 
authority or the source of his wife” (39). These dis-
tortions miss the simple biblical picture of a head 
connected to a body.

The book explains these two distortions of the 
biblical picture in more detail. They characterize 
the egalitarian position as the “democratic” model 
in which “the husband and wife are seen as equals” 
(41). The democratic model emphasizes respect and 
love as well as the mutual submission of two equals 
(the wife submits to the husband and the husband 
submits to the wife). This view would interpret 
“head” as “source” (42) so that the husband is the 
source of the wife as in Gen 2:21–22. The Sum-
ners see two problems with this position. First, they 
say this reading does not fit 1 Cor 11:3 because 
the source of man was the dust, not Christ. They 
also point out that God alone was not the source 
of Christ because the Holy Spirit and the virgin 
Mary were both sources (43). Second, they argue 
that mutual submission makes the husband’s head-
ship “irrelevant” so that it means “virtually nothing” 
(43). They also say that this view ignores the fact 
that the Bible clearly tells the wife to submit to the 
husband (Eph 5:22), but the Bible never explicitly 
commands the husband to submit to the wife (43).

The authors characterize the complementa-
rian position as the “business” model (43). They 
explain that the husband is “the leader, the higher-

ranked spouse,” while the wife is “his assistant, the 
lower-ranked spouse whom God designed to be 
the husband’s helper” (43). The husband is called to 
lead and love, while the wife is called to submit and 
respect (44). The Sumners point out two mistakes 
that this position makes as well. First, the husband 
is never told to “lead” his wife in Scripture. They 
make much of this point with rhetorical finesse: 

This idea is popular, but it doesn’t derive 
directly from God’s Word. The apostle 
Paul never says it in all his letters. Jesus 
doesn’t say it either. Neither does Peter 
or John. No one in the New Testament 
ever says it. In fact, God never says it in 
the Old Testament—though many like 
to think that it’s found somewhere in 
Genesis 1–3 (44).

Second, Eve was not called to be Adam’s 
lower-ranked helper because of the meaning of the 
Hebrew phrase ezer kenegdo. Kenegdo refers to a 
“correspondent” or a “counterpart” and ezer speaks 
of a “powerful type of helper” because it serves as a 
reference to God in sixteen of its nineteen appear-
ances in the Old Testament (45). God thus com-
mands them both to rule in Gen 1:28. Therefore, 
when the husband “falls prey to the temptation to 
rule his wife, he lives out the curse that resulted 
from original sin” (46). 

Positive Assessment
Three main strengths come to mind that make 

this book a valuable contribution. First, it is honest 
to a degree that some would call “raw.” This book 
was one of the most authentic real-life narratives 
of the process of developing intimacy and oneness 
in marriage that I have read. The authors are not 
afraid to portray themselves as sinners involved in 
a struggle to make a marriage work despite many 
obstacles. The authors do not simply give a pass-
ing nod to these common struggles; they analyze 
their inner workings. This candid confession of sin 
and struggle gives greater clarity of witness to the 
transforming power of God’s grace and the beauty 
of forgiveness.

Second, the book has a narrative quality that 
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makes for enjoyable reading because the authors 
often share the story of their marriage and the les-
sons they have learned in an unfolding narrative 
format. Marriage insights rarely come from lei-
surely moments of objective reasoning; they are 
usually forged in the heat of real-life conflict. Shar-
ing these insights as part of the story in which they 
were forged helps drive them deeper into the heart 
and mind.

Third, the authors unpack one aspect of the 
head/body metaphor that could be ignored if one 
only talks about authority or equality. Who would 
not want to celebrate the oneness that the head/
body metaphor presupposes for husbands/wives 
and Christ/his bride? The metaphorical image of 
marriage as the joining of a male head and a female 
body certainly gives the reader a powerful picture 
concerning the painful sin of divorce, which is pic-
tured as the severing of the head from the body (73).

The Central Weakness: Confusing a Metaphor’s 
Background with a Word’s Meaning

These strengths share the stage with some 
weaknesses as well. I would like to focus the rest of 
this review article on what I regard as the central 
weakness of the book. The most significant error 
is that the authors take the assumed background 
for the head/body metaphor and surprisingly turn 
it into not only the primary meaning of the word 
kephalē but the exclusive meaning. 

I say that this fallacy is surprising because the 
Sumners sound frequent alarms about the danger 
of defining metaphors with undue precision. How-
ever, they define the metaphor in a way that emp-
ties the word kephalē of any sense of authority. I do 
not doubt that kephalē presupposes a connection 
between a head and a body. However, the reader 
must take a further step and ask what specific “type” 
of connection the term kephalē actually conveys.

In other words, the head/body metaphor pre-
supposes an organic connection between a head 
and a body, but what does each word mean within 
this metaphor? Do they both mean “oneness?” Or 
is there a specific meaning for “head” that distin-
guishes it from the “body,” even though they are 
still joined together? Therefore, the key question 

becomes, “Does each context support this restricted 
meaning of kephalē as oneness or does it support 
the specific sense of the authority of the head?”

The Sumners develop their central paradigm 
for marriage from the metaphorical use of kephalē 
in Paul. Therefore, a critique of their position at a 
minimum must include an exposition of kephalē in 
Paul. Their book is written at a popular level that 
attempts to avoid complicated endnotes and end-
less scholarly debates. I will attempt to write in a 
similar way. I am conducting a straightforward lin-
guistic exercise that asks whether the surrounding 
context of Paul’s use of kephalē supports a restricted 
nuance of “oneness” only.

Brief Survey of Kephalē in Paul
The term kephalē occurs eighteen times in Paul’s 

letters. He uses kephalē in a metaphorical sense ten 
times (1 Cor 11:3 [3x]; Eph 1:22; 4:15; 5:23 [2x]; 
Col 1:18; 2:10, 19), but he also uses kephalē in refer-
ence to a physical head seven times (Rom 12:20; 1 
Cor 11:4 [2x], 5 [2x], 7, 10). The only other usage, 1 
Cor 12:21, is unique in that Paul speaks of a physi-
cal head, but it is found within a discussion of the 
church as a body metaphor.

upon examining the surrounding contexts 
of these passages for clues as to the meaning of 
kephalē, one discovers that the concept of “author-
ity” keeps coming to the forefront, while a connec-
tion of oneness is simply assumed as a necessary 
part of the background in order that the metaphor 
will work. Three comments are in order here as we 
walk through these texts.

First, the most frequent concept that emerges 
from the surrounding context is the “authority” or 
“rule” of the head and “submission” or “subjection” 
as the proper response to the head. The breakdown 
is as follows:

Ephesians 1:22. And He put all things 
in subjection (hupotassō) under His feet, 
and gave Him as head (kephalē) over all 
things to the church.

Ephesians 5:22–24. Wives, submit 
[word implied from hupotassō in verse 21] 
to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For 
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the husband is the head (kephalē) of the 
wife even as Christ is the head (kephalē) 
of the church, his body (sōma), and is 
himself its Savior. Now as the church 
submits (hupotassō) to Christ, so also 
wives should submit [word again implied 
from the context] in everything to their 
husbands.

Colossians 2:10. And you have been 
filled in him, who is the head (kephalē) 
of all rule (archē) and authority (exousia). 

The “headship” envisioned in Col 1:18 is 
also parallel to Christ’s authoritative headship in 
Eph 1:22; 5:23-24; and Col 2:10. Paul celebrates 
Christ’s position as Lord over the creation and 
head (kephalē) of the body, the church, or new cre-
ation. Paul connects the concepts of Christ and his 
rule because of the position he occupies as “first 
place” or “preeminent” (prōteuō). It is surely impor-
tant to add here that the believer’s submission to 
Christ as head is not identical to the wife’s submis-
sion to her husband as head. There are certainly 
differences of degree. The believer’s allegiance to 
Christ is absolute. A wife’s submission to her hus-
band is not. However, even though these two types 
of submission are not identical, Paul clearly makes 
them parallel. 

The most confusing part of the book was that, 
although the Sumners affirm that the wife is to sub-
mit to her husband, they never get around to offer-
ing a rationale for the submission. If she does not 
submit to her husband as her “authoritative head,” 
then why does she submit? If headship only refers 
to oneness, then why could Paul not say that the 
“wife is the head of the husband?” I remain unclear 
as to the Sumners’ overall rationale for submission. 
Perhaps this confusion is an indication that they 
are trying to trail blaze a middle way where one 
does not exist.

Second, 1 Cor 11:3–12 is a passage that is 
unique in stressing the interdependence of hus-
band and wife more than other texts that use the 
head and body metaphor, but even here it certainly 
conveys the concept of authority for “headship”: 

1 Corinthians 11:3. But I want you to 
understand that the head (kephalē) of 
every man is Christ, the head (kephalē) 
of a wife is her husband, and the head 
(kephalē) of Christ is God.

This metaphorical meaning of kephalē in 1 Cor 
11:3 has a significant bearing on what women and 
men do with their literal or physical heads (1 Cor 
11:4, 5, 7, 10). The Sumners argue that the phrase 
“the head of Christ is God” (1 Cor 11:3) exclusively 
refers to Christ’s “oneness” with God (50–51). This 
focus seems misplaced in the context. Paul takes 
the theological principle of “headship” in 11:3 and 
specifically applies it to the husband/wife relation-
ship in 11:10. The text literally reads, “the wife 
ought to have an authority (exousia) on the head 
(kephalē).” Translators are certainly right to add the 
word “symbol” or “sign” to the concept of author-
ity: “the wife ought to have a symbol of authority 
on her head.” The relationship between headship 
and authority is what comes to the forefront here. 
The logic of the passage is that the husband’s head-
ship (11:3) necessitates that the “wife should wear 
a symbol of authority on her head” (11:10).

Again, I would not dispute the fact that 
the metaphor presupposes the relational oneness 
between husband and wife in the context of 1 Cor 
11:3–12. Paul clarifies that men and women are 
physically bound together and thus are not inde-
pendent of each other “for as woman was made 
from man, so man is now born of woman. And all 
things are from God” (11:12). It was God’s plan 
that Eve would be created out of the body of Adam, 
but he also designed the fact that every man had or 
has a mother that gave birth to him.

This backdrop still does not prove that kephalē 
means “oneness” because the concept of author-
ity cannot be muted from the context; it comes to 
the surface again in verses 8–9. On the one hand, 
“man was not made from woman, but woman from 
man” (1 Cor 11:8), but on the other hand, “man 
was not created for the woman’s sake, but woman 
for the man’s sake” (1 Cor 11:9). In other words, 
while there is an undeniable sense of oneness link-
ing the woman and man together (woman came 
from man), there is also a sense of the man’s distinct 
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position or status in the relationship (man was not 
made from the woman or made for the woman—
rather the woman was made from man and the 
woman was created for the man’s sake).

Third, one also observes that contextual clues 
often highlight the connection between the head 
and the body (like Eph 4:15 and Col 2:19), but 
the question here is whether or not these instances 
provide any evidence that the word kephalē means 
“oneness.” 

Ephesians 4:15. Rather, speaking the 
truth in love, we are to grow up in every 
way into him who is the head (kephalē), 
into Christ, from whom the whole body 
(sōma), joined and held together by every 
joint with which it is equipped, when 
each part is working properly, makes the 
body grow so that it builds itself up in 
love.

Colossians 2:19. and not holding fast 
to the Head (kephalē), from whom the 
whole body (sōma), nourished and knit 
together through its joints and ligaments 
grows with a growth that is from God.

I do not dispute the fact that these two exam-
ples emphasize the organic connection between the 
head and the body, but that still does not prove that 
kephalē means “oneness.” The texts still highlight 
the special role that the head plays in relation to 
the body. For example, note that the whole body 
grows “from” Christ, the head (Eph 4:15; Col 2:19). 
One cannot reverse these terms so that they both 
refer to “oneness” without distinction. The “head” 
does not receive its growth from the “body.” The 
concept of dependence shines through here and 
this portrayal of dependence is shot through with 
the necessary notion of the authority of the head. 
These contextual clues merely show that oneness is 
presupposed as the background for the metaphor.

This picture is parallel to Jesus’ own metaphor 
in John 15:5: “I am the vine; you are the branches. 
Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that 
bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do 
nothing.” There is an organic connection of one-
ness, but the branches are clearly dependent upon 

the vine in this relationship. 
Once again I want to stress that the head/

body relationship that exists between Christ and 
the church is parallel but not identical to the one 
that exists between husband and wife. Paul explic-
itly says that the husband and wife are interdepen-
dent upon each other. However, he would never 
say that Christ is dependent upon the church. One 
must keep making these necessary distinctions.

Finally, 1 Cor 12:20–21 deserves comment 
here because it features the use of kephalē as part of 
a wider metaphor. Here the term “head” appears in 
a context that focuses on the connection between 
the head and the body. 

1 Corinthians 12:20–21. As it is, there 
are many parts, yet one body. The eye 
cannot say to the hand, “I have no need 
of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I 
have no need of you.

The word refers to a physical head, but it is 
used as part of a metaphor stressing unity. Even 
here, however, there is no additional commentary 
that fleshes out what distinguishes a “head” from 
the “feet,” as if they both only convey the idea of 
“oneness.” Distinctions between the head and the 
feet are still presupposed within a wider metaphor 
that assumes some kind of unified connection.

Assessment of the Sumners’ Use of Kephalē
Therefore, what should the reader conclude 

about the metaphorical use of kephalē? My view is 
that the head/body metaphor presupposes an inti-
mate connection between the head and the body. 
This is the implied background that the metaphor 
must assume for it to work as a metaphor. In other 
words, kephalē presupposes that there is a “body” to 
which the head is connected. However, this con-
nection or “oneness” is not what kephalē means any 
more than saying that “body” (sōma) specifically 
means “oneness.” If both words mean the same 
thing, then they are interchangeable, which is cer-
tainly not the case in this metaphor.

One must highlight the need to differenti-
ate between two different ways of interpreting the 
data. There is a difference between saying that (1) 
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the head/body metaphor presupposes an intimate 
connection [i.e., what I am saying], and (2) this 
intimate connection is what kephalē specifically 
means [i.e., what the Sumners are saying]. Cat-
egory confusion results from an inability to make 
this crucial distinction.

The simplest way to summarize the distinc-
tion is to say that “head” and “body” (both halves 
of the metaphor) presuppose a connection between 
head and body but that they do not both mean 
“oneness.” Rather, the intended nuance of the word 
kephalē is “authority.” This authority is not a disem-
bodied authority, but it is an authority nonetheless. 
It is an authority that the head exercises within a 
metaphor that assumes connectedness and rela-
tionship with a body.

Other Problems
There are some additional problems that flow 

from the proposed “biblical” picture of the Sum-
ners. They say that “headship” means “oneness” so 
that “God heads Christ by being one with him” 
(50). I am certainly not calling the oneness of the 
Father and the Son into question (cf. John 10:30). 
But one may again question whether or not the 
terms could be used interchangeably if, in fact, both 
“head” and “body” only convey a sense of oneness. 
If both the Father and the Son are one, then would 
it matter if Paul would have written, “Christ is the 
head of God” (1 Cor 11:3)? Why not say that the 
“the woman is the head of man”?

Furthermore, does not 1 Cor 11:3 contradict 
this claim from the Sumners?:

In every case in the New Testament in 
which kephalē (head) is used, the connota-
tion it conveys is physical. The word either 
refers literally to someone’s physical head, 
or it refers metaphorically to a picture of a 
head in relation with a body (49).

Is God pictured as the head and Christ as 
the body in this example? The context further calls 
the “oneness” only interpretation of 1 Cor 11:3 
into question because if kephalē only means “one-
ness,” how does one explain Paul’s statement that 
“Christ is the head of every man” (11:3)? Why 

didn’t Paul say that “Christ is the head of every 
man and woman,” since he is equally “one” with 
both men and women? Paul uses the specific male 
term andros and not the generic anthrōpos, which 
is sometimes translated as “man and woman” or 
“humanity” in general. Why would Paul have us 
picture Christ as the “head” and picture the man 
without the woman as Christ’s body here? I highly 
doubt that Paul wants his readers to picture three 
head/body diagrams in 1 Cor 11:3:

Christ (head) Man (head) God (head)
Man (body) Woman (body) Christ (body)

Interpreting head with the nuance of “author-
ity” gives a rationale for Paul singling out the man 
only. Though the man is the authority over the 
woman, he is not free to act anyway he pleases. He is 
a man under authority because Christ is the author-
ity over the man. Furthermore, even Christ pre-
sented himself as someone under authority because 
He claimed to be the obedient Son that always did 
the will of His Father. “So Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, 
truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of his 
own accord, but only what he sees the Father doing. 
For whatever the Father does, that the Son does 
likewise’” ( John 5:19; cf. John 8:28).

Another problem concerns the claim that the 
husband is never presented as the leader of the home. 
It is true that no New Testament writer uses the 
phrase “head of the house.” But Paul clearly speaks 
of the husband “managing” (proistēmi) his house 
well as a requirement for managing the household 
of God: “He must manage his own household well, 
with all dignity keeping his children submissive, for 
if someone does not know how to manage his own 
household, how will he care for God’s church?” (1 
Tim 3:4–5). Paul uses a term (proistēmi) that con-
notes a position of “authority” or “rule” over the 
house. The requirement is the same for deacons: 
“Let deacons each be the husband of one wife, 
managing their children and their own households 
well” (1 Tim 3:12). Husbands here must “manage” 
not only their children, but also “their own house-
holds.” Is there a stark difference between the hus-
band “managing” or “ruling” over his house and the 
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husband as the leader of his house?
A final problem is the Sumner’s character-

ization of complementarianism, which I regard 
as a caricature. Recall that the authors portray 
the complementarian position as the “business” 
model (43). They explain that the husband is “the 
leader, the higher-ranked spouse,” while the wife 
is “his assistant, the lower-ranked spouse whom 
God designed to be the husband’s helper” (43). The 
husband is called to lead and love, while the wife 
is called to submit and respect (44). Paul’s picture 
of the husband loving like Christ by laying down 
his life for his bride is conspicuously absent from 
this portrayal, which is the part of the picture that 
I most enjoy celebrating as a husband awed by the 
love of Christ.

Concluding Assessment
I think the book is full of excellent teach-

ing on marriage and vivid examples of the trans-
forming grace of God. I also affirm the necessity 
of celebrating the intimate relationship that exists 
within the head/body metaphor. However, I can-
not recommend it to others without very spe-
cific cautions because the authors admit that the 
unique contribution of the book is the “theological 
paradigm it promotes” (14). If I have successfully 
argued that their interpretation of the metaphor is 
misguided, then the book as a whole suffers from 
an unbalanced perspective on marriage. Our views 
of marriage should be as balanced as the Bible. I 
remain unconvinced that they can successfully lay 
claim to expressing the “biblical” model. I am also 
concerned that this book will muddy the waters by 
suggesting a middle way that does not really exist. 



The Danvers Statement

1. Both Adam and Eve were created 
in God’s image, equal before God as 
persons and distinct in their manhood 
and womanhood (Gen. 1:26-27, 2:18).
  

2. Distinctions in masculine and femi-
nine roles are ordained by God as part 
of the created order, and should find an 
echo in every human heart (Gen. 2:18, 
21-24; 1 Cor. 11:7-9; 1 Tim. 2:12-14).
  

3. Adam’s headship in marriage was 
established by God before the Fall, and 
was not a result of sin (Gen. 2:16-18, 
21-24, 3:1-13; 1 Cor. 11:7-9).
  

4. The Fall introduced distortions into 
the relationships between men and 
women (Gen. 3:1-7, 12, 16).

• In the home, the husband’s loving, 
humble headship tends to be replaced 
by domination or passivity; the wife’s 
intelligent, willing submission tends to 
be replaced by usurpation or servility. 

• In the church, sin inclines men toward 
a worldly love of power or an abdication 
of spiritual responsibility and inclines 
women to resist limitations on their roles 
or to neglect the use of their gifts in ap-
propriate ministries. 
  

5. The Old Testament, as well as the 
New Testament, manifests the equally 
high value and dignity which God 
attached to the roles of both men and 
women (Gen. 1:26-27, 2:18; Gal. 3:28). 
Both Old and New Testaments also 
affirm the principle of male headship in 
the family and in the covenant com-
munity (Gen. 2:18; Eph. 5:21-33; Col. 
3:18-19; 1 Tim. 2:11-15).

6. Redemption in Christ aims at 
removing the distortions introduced by 
the curse.

• In the family, husbands should forsake 
harsh or selfish leadership and grow 
in love and care for their wives; wives 
should forsake resistance to their 
husbands’ authority and grow in willing, 
joyful submission to their husbands’ 
leadership (Eph. 5:21-33; Col. 3:18-19; 
Titus 2:3-5; 1 Pet. 3:1-7).   

• In the church, redemption in Christ 
gives men and women an equal share 
in the blessings of salvation; neverthe-
less, some governing and teaching 
roles within the church are restricted to 
men (Gal. 3:28; 1 Cor. 11:2-16; 1 Tim. 
2:11-15). 
  

7. In all of life Christ is the supreme 
authority and guide for men and 
women, so that no earthly submission 
—domestic, religious, or civil—ever 

Based on our understanding of Biblical teachings, we affirm the following:

implies a mandate to follow a human 
authority into sin (Dan. 3:10-18; Acts 
4:19-20, 5:27-29; 1 Pet. 3:1-2).
  

8. In both men and women a heartfelt 
sense of call to ministry should never 
be used to set aside biblical criteria for 
particular ministries (1 Tim. 2:11-15, 
3:1-13; Titus 1:5-9). Rather, biblical 
teaching should remain the authority 
for testing our subjective discernment 
of God’s will. 
  

9. With half the world’s population 
outside the reach of indigenous evan-
gelism; with countless other lost people 
in those societies that have heard the 
gospel; with the stresses and miseries 
of sickness, malnutrition, homeless-
ness, illiteracy, ignorance, aging, ad-
diction, crime, incarceration, neuroses, 
and loneliness, no man or woman who 
feels a passion from God to make His 
grace known in word and deed need 
ever live without a fulfilling ministry for 
the glory of Christ and the good of this 
fallen world (1 Cor. 12:7-21).
  

10. We are convinced that a denial or 
neglect of these principles will lead to 
increasingly destructive consequences 
in our families, our churches, and the 
culture at large. 
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