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Preface

The term “popularizer,” philosopher Alvin Plantinga observes, is one 
of disdain among academics. However, Christian scholars shouldn’t leave 
their work “buried away in professional journals,”1  but make their work 
available to the broader Christian community and help Christians grapple 
with important questions and concerns: “If [Christian philosophers] devote 
their best efforts to the topics fashionable in the non-Christian philosophical 
world, they will neglect a crucial and central part of their task as Christian 
philosophers.”2  The Christian philosopher’s task should be shaped, not by 
secular academia’s concerns, but by the priorities of God’s kingdom, all in 
the context of loving, trusting, and obeying God. This book is an attempt 
to take such an exhortation seriously.

Chalice Press has kindly invited me to write a user-friendly, Scripture-
engaging Christian philosophy of religion book—a kind of launching pad for 
Christian leaders, students, and teachers in philosophy of religion as they 
think critically, instruct others, engage with non-Christians, and live their 
lives in God’s presence. This book refl ects themes I have found important 
and fruitful in my own spiritual and intellectual pilgrimage and in my 
interactions with those outside the faith in open forums and coffee shops. 

My tornado-whipped editor, Trent Butler, told me he wasn’t tied to 
a particular table of contents, nor was he interested in imitating another 
philosophy of religion volume.  While he was hoping for an introduction that 
third-year college or seminary students could easily use in the classroom, 
his dream was for a user-friendly book such that a professor could model 
the teaching of the book and the student could then use that model as a 
framework to teach interested church members. “That is, the book and 
professor would help the student gain both information and teaching skill 
so that the student would feel confi dent to become a teacher.” So hopefully 
both the novice and the initiated will profi t.

Christian refl ection on the philosophy of religion is deep and wide, 
so this book covers basic terrain, offering variation as well. I discuss key 
topics, address objections, note apologetically interesting themes, and offer 
practical pointers. At the end of the book are study questions for small 
groups and personal refl ection.

The format follows the fl ow of biblical narrative: God, creation, fall, 
redemption, and re-creation, all within a relational Trinitarian framework.3  
Utilizing the backdrop of Scripture and themes in biblical and systematic 
theology, this book takes shape according to the triune theodrama,4 in which 



a relational, self-contented triune God creates out of his goodness and 
freedom. He designs his image-bearers—priest-kings—to worship him and 
rule creation with him. Then, in the aftershocks of the fall, the creating, 
covenant-making God seeks to bring human beings into relationship with 
this “divine family”; the renewed creation will be fulfi lled in the new heavens 
and earth when God dwells in the midst of his people. This restoration—this 
new creation and new exodus—is achieved through Jesus of Nazareth. He 
is both the second Adam, who creates a new humanity, and the beloved 
Son of God, who lives out Israel’s covenant calling. In his life, death, and 
resurrection, he perfectly (and representatively) fulfi lls our vocation—and 
calls us to join in it—that God’s fame and glory will be spread throughout 
the earth. 

Christian philosophers, lovers of God’s wisdom, won’t get lost in 
abstractions, but will attend to the implications of the divine-human 
interaction—namely, love for God and neighbor, trust, humility, charitability, 
perseverance, and a host of other virtues necessary for the task.

Preface    ix   
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Introduction

Philosophy under the Cross

“But may it never be that I should boast, except in the cross of our Lord Jesus 
Christ…” (Gal. 6:14a)

A “theology of the cross” (theologia cruces), as Martin Luther called 
it, is about a suffering God who reveals himself in humility, particularly 
in Christ. “Theologians of glory,” proudly presenting confi dent, abstract 
“proofs,” may be in danger of obscuring the cross (which casts “God’s 
shadow”) and a God who often veils himself. There is no salvation without 
humility. Human reasoning that seeks God without the aid of the cross and 
the Spirit of God will miss the mark.1 Though Luther—hopefully only in 
his pre-mortem state!—would perhaps consider this book’s philosophical 
discussion of the Trinity and Incarnation “sophistic,” he rightly points us 
in a cruciform or crucicentric direction; indeed, the very wisdom of God 
is found in the cross. 

When emphasizing the cross, though, we shouldn’t forget the entire 
Christ-event: his incarnate life and ministry—indeed, his triumphant, glorious 
resurrection from the dead. The cross though remains a useful symbol to 
remind wisdom-seekers about humility, prayer, the Spirit’s empowerment, 
and a life poured out for others.

This isn’t a dispassionately written book. Thankfully, the New Testa-
ment authors wrote out of personal devotion and zeal for Christ, who had 
transformed their lives. Their passion didn’t undermine their objectivity 
or twist the truth—no more so than did the passion of Auschwitz survivors 
Elie Wiesel or Viktor Frankl, who wrote with both fervor and penetrating 
insight about their experience and the human condition. Whether Holocaust 
survivors or New Testament witnesses, we’re drawn to their writings 
precisely because they couldn’t stop speaking about what they’d seen and 
heard. The charge of “bias” is often a truth-avoidance tactic, and the critic 
is still left holding his own bundle of arbitrary biases that needn’t be taken 
seriously. No, certain perspectives (“biases”)—even passionate ones—can be 
accurate, and we can many times recognize those that we should dismiss 
and others that we should affi rm. 

Though I write as an evangelical Christian, I hope this book serves 
not only the broader Christian community, but the inquiring non-Christian 
mind as well. After all, belief in God isn’t private, inaccessible to public 
scrutiny. Speaking to King Agrippa, Paul asserts that Jesus’ crucifi xion and 
postmortem appearances—including Paul’s Damascus road experience—
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“were not done in a corner” (Acts 26:26). Yes, the glory of the triune, self-
revealing God saturates the creation, is made known through historical 
events and in Jesus of Nazareth, and is available to all. 

Good public reasons and arguments are important, though by them-
selves they don’t guarantee participation in God’s family. The Spirit, who 
can use evidence, assures us of such realities (Rom. 5:5; 8:15; Gal. 4:6), even 
if his divine infl uence and wooing can be stifl ed and resisted (Acts 7:58). 
We ultimately know the reality of God’s presence and love by his Spirit’s 
illumination and life-giving power—though we should be prepared to show 
people evidences and give reasons for the truth of the Christian faith. 

Views differ on the relationship between Christianity and philosophy—
or “faith” and “reason,” and I don’t wish to settle such large disputes here. 
According to Augustine and Aquinas, “philosophy” is the pursuit of wisdom 
by “unaided human reason.” I’ll be taking the view of church father Justin 
Martyr. Having gone from one philosopher to another in search of wisdom, 
he met an elderly man who told him about the Jesus of the Gospels; this 
led to Justin’s conversion to Christ and his discovery of true philosophy. 
Philosophy wasn’t the means to fi nding wisdom but the goal. True philosophy 
encompasses all wisdom and includes—indeed fi nds its climax in—God’s 
revelation to us in Jesus of Nazareth, Wisdom incarnate—a wisdom that 
comes not through unaided reason, but by amazing grace.2

Philosophy and Religion
The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom. (Ps. 111:10)

In [Christ] are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. (Col. 2:3)

“Philosophy” is diffi cult to defi ne. The academic, professional discipline 
involves hard and skillful thinking about ethics, knowledge, life’s meaning, 
or what’s real (metaphysics). The Greek word philosophia literally means 
“the love of wisdom”—which isn’t a bad place to start. 

Scripture takes wisdom to be more than intellectual, rational, and 
theoretical. It can involve having a Ph.D. or a high IQ, but it doesn’t stop 
there. Wisdom involves knowledge that’s immensely practical, relational, 
insightful, and virtuous: it is a God-centered and God-drenched engagement 
of the world and personal relationships. Wisdom (Latin sapientia) is the skill 
or craft of living—intellectually, morally, emotionally, spiritually, and creatively—in 
right relationship to God, human beings, and the world around us.  

True wisdom begins with “the fear of the LORD” (Ps. 111:10; cp. Prov. 
1:7; 9:10; 15:33)—a humble submission to God’s revealed will and purposes for us 
(Prov. 15:33; 23:4; cp. Gen. 20:11).3 Wisdom—living sapientially—centers on 
being mindful of God, just as he is mindful of us (Ps. 8:4). Wisdom comes 
through fi rst saying Yes to God, by placing our will into his hands, reorienting 
our lives under God’s direction and rule (God’s “kingdom”). 

Jesus the Nazarene is no mere prophet, the Scriptures shout, but is rather 
God’s own wisdom authoritatively revealed and embodied (Mt. 11:16–19; 
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cp. Jn. 1:1–18 with Prov. 8:22–31).4 He epitomizes wisdom in his parables, 
sayings, and beatitudes—or, when enemies try to stump him, in declarations 
such as, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s” (Mt. 
22:21, NIV). He makes this startling claim: “All things have been handed 
over to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father; 
nor does anyone know the Father except the Son, and anyone to whom 
the Son wills to reveal Him” (Mt. 11:27). No wonder Jesus proclaimed 
himself greater than Solomon the wise (Mt. 12:42). Paul confi rms this: all 
the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden in Christ (Col. 2:3).

Despite baffl ing questions, mysteries, and conundrums, we can still 
embark on the life-long quest for ever-deepening wisdom, using heart and 
mind for God’s glory and praise. With all of our limitations, wisdom-seekers 
can’t afford to be anti-intellectual, which would be a rejection of God’s gift 
to us. As hymnwriter F. R. Havergal wrote, “Take my intellect and use / 
every power as thou shalt choose.”5

Many professional philosophers have offered astute, creative insights for 
us to think about and live out. Tom Morris, who once taught philosophy, is 
now engaged in helping businesspersons and CEOs understand the benefi ts 
of studying philosophy. Books such as If Aristotle Ran General Motors, True 
Success, and even Philosophy for Dummies help people apply concepts and 
insights of great thinkers across the ages in their day-to-day lives and work, 
resulting in much personal benefi t and enrichment. The discipline or profession 
of philosophy at institutions of higher learning can offer understanding and 
sage advice—how to raise children to be virtuous citizens, how to judge 
between competing scientifi c hypotheses, how to relate to people, how to 
run a company. Whether believers or not, we all can make strides in gaining 
wisdom through God’s gracious general revelation to all.

Biblically speaking, though, the true philosopher—the lover of wisdom—
will at heart be a God-seeker (Prov. 8:17), not merely a lover of abstract 
ideas and arguments. True wisdom can’t be detached from loving and 
knowing God; it will be incomplete if it doesn’t lead to “salvation through 
faith which is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 4:15). Though an atheist’s knowledge 
may be encyclopedic and believers may benefi t from his knowledge, he is 
detached from his Creator and Redeemer. Plenty of brilliant thinkers are 
unwise precisely because they’re God-resisters. NYU philosopher Thomas 
Nagel candidly admits: “I hope there is no God! I don’t want there to be a 
God; I don’t want a universe to be like that.”6 He acknowledges a “cosmic 
authority problem” that governs much of academia:7 many scholars, 
whether consciously or unconsciously, suppress God’s self-revelation. Many 
intelligent—but spiritually unwise—academics pursue a wisdom devoid of 
God, the wellspring of all created reality. The psalmist gratefully recognized: 
“I have more insight than all my teachers, for Your testimonies are my 
meditation” (Ps. 119:99). Wisdom doesn’t equal well-educated.

The quest for wisdom isn’t merely intellectual fact-gathering; it’s also 
a virtuous and spiritual endeavor, requiring certain attitudes and character 
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qualities. Rightly received, education and scholarship enrich our lives and 
deepen our appreciation for God and the world he created. But as with 
wealth, good looks, and “natural” abilities, scholarship and learning may 
also hinder people from seeking God, because they trust in these gifts 
rather than the Giver. Without a humble disposition and seeking heart—a 
willingness to do God’s will ( Jn. 7:17)—we’ll miss out on the very thing we 
were designed for: knowing and loving God, living God-saturated and 
God-affected lives.

Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard described humans as two-
sphered creatures, designed to live in two realms—the earthly and heavenly. 
Many, though, are preoccupied with this-worldly concerns, whether crass 
pleasure-seekers or culturally sophisticated high-brows. Either way, they 
ignore the relating triune God, the I-You relationship they were intended 
for. People will devote their entire lives to mountain-climbing, perfecting 
their tennis serve, or playing video games—without taking half an hour to 
consider life’s meaning or their relationship to God. However intelligent 
such people may be, they aren’t wise—philosophers—in the biblical sense 
of the word.

True philosophy, loving wisdom, must be Godward—or “religious”—to 
be complete. The Bible speaks only incidentally about “religion” (threskeia). 
It can refer to a (God-centered) belief-system: Paul had once lived as a 
strict Pharisee within his “religion” (Acts 26:5). Unlike the view of the 
“unbeliever,” “religion” includes an orthodox belief in the true God (e.g., 
1 Cor. 14:22–23). True “religion” at its heart means loving God and loving 
others. “Pure and undefi led religion [threskeia] in the sight of our God and 
Father,” according to James, involves caring for the helpless, guarding one’s 
tongue, and maintaining moral integrity ( Jas. 1:27–28).

Although the worship and love of God are central to scriptural 
religion, the contemporary, technical defi nition of “religion” is more 
elusive. One philosopher suggests that a religion “proposes a diagnosis of 
a deep, crippling spiritual disease universal to non-divine sentience and 
offers a cure. A particular religion is true if its diagnosis is correct and 
its cure is effi cacious.”8 Of course, for Jains, Confucians, and Buddhists, 
religion doesn’t necessarily involve belief in a God/deity and Creator. So 
some defi ne religion more functionally—as a set of beliefs, attitudes, and 
practices that are centered on a person’s conception of ultimate reality; as 
such, “religion” could include, say, atheistic humanism.9 This broad sense 
implies that all people are religious; that is, they have a worldview or belief 
system around which they orient their lives, whether consciously or not. 
A worldview—which refl ects a heart orientation or commitment—serves as 
a fi lter or grid by which we interpret the world and human experience. It 
shapes how we live and direct our lives. This doesn’t mean people can’t 
change their worldviews, but we should remember that a worldview 
encompasses more than just the intellect. As an aside, the worldview of 
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naturalism or atheism is technically “religious”—an interpretive grid as well 
as a heart commitment; we could therefore distinguish between this and 
“traditional religion”—Hindu, Muslim, Christian. 

(Incidentally, philosophers tend to distinguish between the more 
general discipline of philosophy of religion and the narrower, more specifi c 
sub-discipline of philosophical theology; the latter offers a philosophical 
analysis of specifi c doctrines or practices within a particular religion—in 
our case, the Trinity, Incarnation, resurrection, or prayer.)

Along these lines, another reasonable suggestion is that religion is 
“a form of life that seems to those who inhabit it to be comprehensive, 
incapable of abandonment, and of central importance.”10 A form of life, which 
is a pattern of activity that appears to its practitioners to have boundaries 
and particular actions that are bound up with it, has three characteristics:

• Comprehensive: It takes into account, and is relevant to, everything—a 
framework into which all the particularities of life can be placed—from 
how one dresses to the signifi cance of marriage to moral actions. 

• Incapable of abandonment: This religious stance/form of life defi nes the 
religionist’s identity. A native English speaker, say, though he could 
learn another language, doesn’t really think of himself as one who 
could readily abandon his deeply embedded mother tongue.

• Of central importance: This form of life is no mere add-on or extra; it 
addresses issues of paramount importance: What is real? What is to be 
valued? What is my purpose?

So as we do philosophy of religion, we seek to approach a comprehensive, 
centrally important matter with prayerful thoughtfulness, inspired by 
devotion to God. 

Doing Philosophy as Christians
Philosophy of religion has come to be appreciated in a dramatic new 

way in the past forty years, as William Wainwright notes: 

[T]he current situation is very different. Important philosophers 
are now prepared to defend arguments for God’s existence. Many 
argue that traditional concepts of the divine are not only meaningful 
but are also superior to alternatives. In their opinion, classical 
theistic metaphysics is still viable.11

One key fi gure, Alvin Plantinga, has led this renaissance, bringing 
the Christian faith to the broader academic philosophical community—a 
movement that continues to snowball. Plantinga has given some sage advice 
to Christian philosophers: Christians should do philosophy with a greater 
sense of independence, not slavishly following the criteria or demands of 
secular or non-Christian philosophers, who often operate with different 
standards and assumptions.12 Thinking clearly doesn’t involve being 
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squeezed into the mold of unbiblical assumptions adopted by non-Christian 
thinkers, who may deny God’s existence, life’s purpose and meaning, the 
afterlife, the appropriateness of mystery, the possibility of miracles, and a 
host of other fundamental Christian assumptions. Yes, the Christian faith is 
publicly accessible and open to public scrutiny; it’s not as though God has 
spoken into our ear and no one else can get in on the discussion! While, 
say, even the doctrine of the Trinity is specially revealed, it too sheds helpful 
light on important questions—for all to examine. As the theologian Anselm 
affi rmed in his Proslogion, ours is a “faith seeking understanding” (fi des quarens 
intellectum): “I believe that I may understand [credo ut intelligam].” 

No one approaches these deep, far-reaching topics as a neutral, detached 
observer. Spectators need not apply! After all, God is far more than the 
subject of an abstract armchair discussion. As we begin or continue our 
wisdom-journey with our assumptions, a critical question to ask is: Which 
outlook or philosophy of life does the best job of dealing with the range of available 
evidence and human experience? Or, Is my perspective consistent with my life 
philosophy’s assumptions (e.g., regarding human rights or personal responsibility), 
or am I borrowing capital from another worldview to keep mine going? A person’s 
assumptions may twist the evidence or ignore the truth—or they may align 
quite well with the relevant evidence, which I believe the Christian faith 
does. We can present our case for the existence and nature of the triune God, 
offering responses to a wide range of otherwise unanswerable questions.13 
C. S. Lewis put it this way: “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the Sun has 
risen, not only because I see it, but because by it I see everything else.”14

Unfortunately, some Christians speak disparagingly about philosophy, 
as though it’s always done in an anti-Christian manner. They may cite 
Paul’s caution, “Knowledge makes arrogant, but love edifi es” (1 Cor. 8:1), 
or his warning against “philosophy and empty deception” (Col. 2:8). They 
may claim to promote a Spirit-given knowledge that seems foolish to the 
“natural” person (1 Cor. 1–2). While such passages remind us that our 
thinking shouldn’t be detached from God’s self-revelation and his Spirit’s 
workings, they hardly undermine the importance of defending our faith in 
the marketplace of ideas and of engaging in the discipline of philosophy as 
Christians. Consider the following:

First, God created the mind, and it is simply non-Christian to be anti-
intellectual. Loving God with all our mind (Mt. 22:37) means not justifying 
sloppy thinking because we “live by faith.” We’ve been made in the image 
of a supremely wise Being, and it’s dishonoring to God to squander mental 
gifts. Remember how Stephen’s opponents “were unable to cope with the 
wisdom and the Spirit with which he was speaking” (Acts 6:10).

Second, the Scriptures themselves speak of defending the Christian faith in the 
marketplace of ideas. Jesus’ half-brother Jude urges his audience to “contend 
earnestly for the faith” entrusted to believers (v. 3). In 1 Corinthians 15, 
Paul puts everything on the line by saying that if Christ hasn’t been raised, 
Christians are believing a lie and should basically pack up and head to 
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Cancun or the French Riviera: let’s eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow 
we die (v. 32). But Paul gives reasons for having confi dence that Christ’s 
body was raised: he appeals to a list of eyewitnesses who saw Jesus alive 
after his death (including over 500 believers, most of whom were still alive), 
and Paul himself encountered Jesus in a life-altering vision (which was 
different from Jesus’ bodily appearances to his disciples). Jesus repeatedly 
showed that his physical body was gloriously raised by breaking bread 
(Lk. 24:30, 35), serving fi sh to his disciples ( Jn. 21:13), and encouraging 
his followers to handle his fl esh-and-bones body (Lk. 24:39; Jn. 20:27; cp. 
1 Jn. 1:1). He didn’t say, “Just believe,” but he graciously gave evidence of 
this transformed physicality.

Throughout Acts, Luke uses words such as reason, (trying to) persuade, 
eyewitness, witness, defense. Paul is regularly reasoning with non-Christians (Acts 
17:2, 17; 18:4, 19; 19:8, 9), seeking to persuade them (18:4; 19:8; 26:28; 28:23). 
The proconsul Sergius Paulus, “a man of intelligence” (Acts 13:7), seeing 
Elymas struck blind by Paul, “believed when he saw what had happened, 
being amazed at the teaching of the Lord” (13:12). At Athens (Acts 17), Paul 
is even portrayed as a Socrates-like philosopher: both of them “dialogue/
discuss” in the agora (marketplace); both are said to proclaim “new” ideas 
and are accused of endorsing “foreign divinities.”15

Intelligence doesn’t oppose faith or trust in God. Christians must be 
prepared to give a defense of their faith, providing reason for the hope within 
(1 Pet. 3:15). This reasoned defense should spring from setting Christ apart 
as Lord in our hearts, and it should be done with gentleness and respect 
toward non-Christians. Defending our faith isn’t operating by “works” 
rather than grace; it’s a prayerful engagement that depends on God’s Spirit, 
who can use reasons and arguments—as well as gospel presentations and 
personal testimonies of changed lives. Without the Spirit’s working, no lives 
are changed and no minds persuaded.

Third, we’ll likely be more bold and effective representatives of Christ if we’re 
able to respond winsomely to objections and clarify misrepresentations of the Christian 
faith. Christians may be reluctant to talk about their faith because they’re 
afraid to be questioned about it; however, they should instead welcome 
such inquiries and ask their non-Christian friends why they believe what 
they do. Sure, some non-Christians hide behind smokescreens and 
rationalizations. They might throw out some pretty lame, unimaginative 
slogans. Others, though, might be open to good reasons that God can use. 
If we’re reasonably prepared to address important questions non-Christians 
typically ask, we’ll likely communicate the good news of the gospel more 
confi dently and effectively. While an effective Christian witness involves 
an array of factors—a listening ear, a gracious spirit, personal integrity, a 
loving Christian community—we should still be prepared to offer reasons 
for why people should prefer the person of Jesus over Muhammad’s or 
Buddha’s teachings. Good reasons for believing the gospel are part of its 
attractiveness.
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Isn’t reason limited? Aren’t we fallen creatures? Yes and of course. But 
we are still endowed by God with the capacity to appreciate good reasons 
for belief. If Paul reasoned and sought to persuade others in the fi rst century, 
why think that today God can’t use good reasons for belief? It makes sense 
that God, in his multifaceted grace, can use good reasons—as well as loving 
relationships, dramatic beauty, a deep sense of shame or hopelessness—to 
awaken people to his spectacular reality.

Furthermore, where would the present church be without historic 
defenders of the faith—from the apostle Paul, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, and 
Augustine, to G. K. Chesterton, C. S. Lewis, and Francis Schaeffer? God 
has blessed his church not simply with remarkable examples of courage, 
love, and self-sacrifi ce—like William Wilberforce, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, or 
Mother Teresa—but also with remarkably gifted minds that have used their 
intellect for God’s glory to clarify, defend, and articulate the faith.

Fourth, we should consider how we are preparing the next generation of believers 
to defend and articulate their faith when it’s challenged. Rather than helping 
their children think through their faith, too many Christian parents tell 
them, “Don’t ask questions. Just believe,” leaving them ill-equipped to give 
reasons for the Christian hope. In fact, 55 percent of American students 
who’ve grow up in Christian homes will end up rejecting their faith by the 
time they’re done with college.16 I’ve spoken with many dismayed Christian 
parents who’ve told me that their children have given up on the Christian 
faith at university. I’ve heard of scornful professors who toss Bibles out 
of classroom windows or make their freshmen students write a paper in 
defense of God’s non-existence—no questions asked. How encouraging, 
then, is the news that the Christian faith has been believed and defended 
by rigorous minds to God’s glory, and that heartening answers are available 
for serious questioners!

Fifth, engaging false ideas and misunderstandings of the Christian faith can 
help remove barriers that prevent people from taking the gospel seriously. In 1913, 
Princeton Seminary president J. Gresham Machen pointed out that false 
ideas are the greatest obstacle to the Christian faith. Our fervent preaching 
may bring in a straggler here and there, while our culture is controlled by 
ideas—consider The Da Vinci Code—that “prevent Christianity from being 
regarded as anything more than a harmless delusion.”17 Our failure to 
respond to caricatures of the gospel creates further barriers; this means 
non-Christians are even less likely to consider the Christian faith a serious 
intellectual option. 

Doing philosophy of religion as Christians will mean keeping the 
great commandment—loving God supremely and loving our neighbors 
as ourselves. Everything hangs on this. If our philosophizing about God 
fi lls us with pride and self-suffi ciency so that we lose touch with God and 
have no patience and grace toward others, then we are no longer lovers 
of wisdom. 
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Kings and Priests

“[Y]ou shall be to Me a kingdom of priests.” (Ex. 19:6)

“You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to our God; and they 
will reign upon the earth.” (Rev. 5:10)

Who are we? How are we to live? What is our purpose? Theories 
abound regarding human nature—Marxist, Darwinist, existentialist, 
Buddhist, postmodern. They may declare that humans are simply the 
product of economic, genetic, or cultural forces. Others question whether we 
can even speak of human identity; perhaps there’s no enduring person—no 
“I”—but just a bundle of experiences or a stream of consciousness.

Ancient Near East kings were believed to be unique representations—“in 
the image”—of the gods. Scripture, however, affi rms all humans as made 
in “the image of God” (Gen. 1:26–27; Gen. 9:3; Jas. 3:9)—his earthly 
representatives. They are fi rst placed in the primeval garden-temple, where 
heaven and earth—God and humans—would meet. God’s image-bearers 
have been made “a little lower than God [elohim]” (Ps. 8:5) and have been 
called to a dual vocation—as kings and priests: 

(a) Kings to rule with God: God has called his image-bearers to be 
co-regents with him, to “rule over” creation (Gen. 1:26–28; cp. Ps. 8) as 
caretaking stewards—which was originally done by naming animals and 
working in the garden. Part of this calling was to be fruitful and multiply 
(Gen. 1:29; cp. 9:1)1 and to put the fi nishing touches on God’s good 
creation. In working together with God (cp. Hag. 2:4–5; 1 Cor. 3:4–9; 15:10; 
Phil. 2:12–13; Col. 1:29), humans are to extend the knowledge and glory 
of God to the ends of the earth.

(b) Priests to worship and love God: Humans were created to participate 
in the love of the triune God and the joy of his presence—to walk with 
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God and he with them (Gen. 3:8; cp. Enoch and Noah in 5:22, 24; 
6:8–10).2 The Hebrew verbs in Genesis 2:15—work/serve (‘abad) and guard 
(shamar)—are probably best translated worship and obey,3 a eucharistic and 
sacramental task. We’re not simply “rational animals” or “thinking man” 
(homo sapiens). From the start, God intended for us to love and worship 
him (homo adorans). 

From the beginning, we have a democratization of the elite role of priest 
and king: all human beings were intended to rule God’s creation as priests 
and kings.4

God’s Image Bearers on Earth: “Kings and Priests”
Priestly Role Kingly Role

Worshiping, communing, “walk-
ing,” and meeting with God as 
priests in the temple-garden at the 
center of God’s creation.

Ruling the earth with God, nam-
ing animals, being fruitful and 
multiplying, and extending God’s 
glory.

Both these roles are personal and relational. We’re to love, think, relate, 
be creative, choose, and live wisely for the glory and praise of God. Jesus 
summarized our whole duty as loving God and loving others. We humans 
have been granted the privilege of participating in a dialogue and working 
together with the relating, triune God, who has made us for himself. As 
God speaks and acts on the stage of history, he involves us humans in this 
theodramatic story.

 Along with Eve, God’s fi rst image-bearer, Adam—Luke 3:38 calls him 
the “son of God”—fails to live up to the priest-kingly calling. Instead of 
wisely reigning and evicting the subtle serpent, Adam and Eve allow it to 
“rule over” them.5 Rather than trusting God’s good intentions for them, 
they abuse their God-given freedom by taking the forbidden fruit. Believing 
themselves wiser than God, they became fools (cp. Rom. 1:22), damaging 
the very centerpiece of God’s created order. Sin enters the stage, and humans 
become vulnerable to death—both physical and spiritual—danger; disease; 
and demonic powers. Humans become alienated from God, from each 
other, and from creation. They even become alienated within themselves, 
suffering from a dissonance of soul with twisted reasoning, will, imagination, 
emotions, and spiritual orientation.

Curse and death aren’t the last word, though. God’s plans from before 
the earth’s foundations (1 Pet. 1:20) move forward toward a re-creation and 
a reestablishing of humans to their proper vocation as priest-kings. The man 
and woman’s offspring will triumph over the fall and the powers of evil 
(Gen. 3:15). God chooses Abraham and his descendants (the particular), 
through whom “all the families of the earth” (the universal) will be blessed 
(Gen. 12:3). Scripture’s earliest narratives and themes (protology) shape the 
patterns of God’s ongoing work until they reach their climax (eschatology).



Kings and Priests    11   

In the exodus, God delivers his people from Egypt (Ex. 14—15), 
portrayed as re-creation: God displays power over the “sea” (yam), dividing 
the waters (14:21) as he did at creation. God forms a people, the nation of 
Israel, God’s new “son” (4:11; cp. Hos. 11:1). Like a new Adam, they are to 
be priest-kings—“you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests” (Ex. 19:4–6)—and 
a “light to the nations” (Isa. 42:6; cp. 49:6; 51:4) so that God’s glory fi lls the 
earth. They are to be his people, to worship him and enjoy his presence 
as he “walks among [them]” (Lev. 26:11–12; cp. Ex. 29:45–6; Ezek. 37:27; 
Zech. 2:10–11). Biblical scholar N. T. Wright puts it this way: “Abraham’s 
children are God’s true humanity, and their homeland is the new Eden.”6 

National Israel, however, fails to live up to its calling. God, the wounded 
Lover, is “hurt by their adulterous hearts” (Ezek. 6:9). Despite God’s 
repeated warnings and attempts to turn their hearts back (2 Chr. 36:15–16), 
they exasperate God: “What more was there to do for my vineyard [Israel] 
that I have not done in it?” (Isa. 5:4). So God sends his people into exile—the 
curse for disobedience to the covenant (Lev. 26; Deut. 28).

Again, God promises that curse and exile aren’t the last word (Deut. 
30:1–10). Many Old Testament scriptures anticipate (a) a new exodus/a return 
from being in exile and (b) a new creation (esp. Isa. 40—55). For example, 
Jeremiah 23:4 promises: “Then I will gather the remnant of my fl ock out 
of all the countries where I have driven them, and I will bring them back 
to their fold, and they shall be fruitful and multiply”—a new creation and 
new exodus. God’s purposes for us are that we might fully live out the divine 
image—as co-regents with God and as worshiping priests in his presence. Jesus of 
Nazareth, God incarnate, lives out Adam’s and Israel’s story. He ushers in 
“a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17) and gathers from the ends of the earth a new 
covenant people in a new exodus, delivering us from bondage to sin and 
Satan. Thus, in Rev. 15:3–4, the Song of Moses sung after the exodus (Ex. 
15) is transposed into the Song of the Lamb. 

Jesus is the new—the second and last—Adam who didn’t fail (Lk. 3:38; 
Rom. 5:14–21; 1 Cor. 15:45–49) and the new Israel—God’s true son that 
national Israel failed to be (Mt. 2:15; 3:17), leading a new exodus out of 
Egypt (Mt. 2:15; cp. Hos. 11:1), in which we outwardly participate in the 
waters of baptism (1 Cor. 10:1–4).  Jesus’ own baptism in the Jordan is a 
reenactment of the exodus:7

Creation Covenant

As the new Adam, Christ is the 
head of a new humanity. 

As the true Israel, Christ (the 
beloved “Son of God”) is head of a 
renewed covenant (chosen) people.

Christ reverses the curse and 
brings about a restored creation.

Christ (as portrayed at his baptism) 
leads a new people out of bondage 
in a New Exodus.
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Christ, the anticipated ruler-king (Gen. 49:8–12; Num. 24:17–19; 
Isa. 9:6) and priestly mediator (Zech. 6:12–13; Mal. 3:1–4), restores our 
fortunes as priest-kings. In his death and resurrection, he takes on himself 
Israel’s—and by extension—humanity’s exile and alienation (Isa. 49:6; 
52:13—53:12), which comes from disobedience (Lev. 26; Deut. 28; Gal. 
3:13). As our champion (Heb. 2:10; 12:2), Jesus’ conquest becomes ours 
(Rev. 2:26–27; 3:21). As a result, we participate in the very life of the triune 
God, as “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4) and sharers in God’s 
“eternal life” ( Jn. 17:3). The capacity to live out the divine image is restored 
through the One who is God’s true image (2 Cor. 3:18; 4:4; Col. 1:15), the 
archetypal person.

Christ has made us—believing Jews and Gentiles alike—to be kings and 
priests to our God: “a chosen race” and a “royal” and “holy priesthood” (1 
Pet. 2:9), “a kingdom and priests to our God” who will “reign on the earth” 
(Rev. 5:9–10; cp. Rev. 1:5–6; 20:4–6). Though partly realized now through 
the giving of God’s Spirit (our identifying mark as God’s people) and the 
promise of resurrection in Christ (a foretaste of the new creation to come), we 
await a new heavens and new earth (Rev. 22:1–5), where God will forever 
and perfectly dwell in the midst of his people: “Behold, the tabernacle of 
God is among men, and He shall dwell among them, and they shall be His 
people, and God Himself shall be among them” (Rev. 21:3). As in Eden, 
yet even more deeply, heaven and earth are united.

Addressing philosophy of religion questions without consideration 
of this sweeping picture of the triune God and his theodramatic workings 
through creation, fall, redemption, and re-creation will necessarily be 
defi cient. The triune God is an engaging God of promise, interaction, and 
activity: he enters into this sin-soaked world, working through particular 
human beings like the patriarchs, the nation of Israel, and especially the 
incarnate Wisdom, Jesus of Nazareth, to bless all humankind. Our God 
is no generic Unmoved Mover or Ground of all being. To think more 
penetratingly and holistically about the philosophy of religion, we must 
involve ourselves in the biblical narrative. Without it, we are left with huge 
gaps, inadequate answers, and insoluble problems. John Calvin wisely wrote 
that to understand who humans are, we must fi rst understand who God is. 
The wisdom of God in Christ offers us a far more plausible and adequate 
picture than the alternatives. This Wisdom incarnate has come into our 
midst, getting his feet dusty, his face sweaty, and his hands bloodied.  He 
joins us in our suffering, faces and overcomes injustice and evil in his 
resurrection, and gives us hope and joy as we journey toward the fulfi llment 
of God’s creation and kingdom purposes.
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