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From Rutherford Hall
Dr. Barry J. York
President and Professor of Pastoral Theology
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

After having classes on campus for the first week of the spring quarter, the growing Covid-19
crisis meant we had to close the doors of Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary. Being in
Rutherford Hall without students, faculty, and most staff present brings a quiet sorrow to my
heart. Theology is best done in community, and we love teaching, worshiping, and working
together in close fellowship. The eerie silence of classrooms saddens me.
By God’s grace, the ministry of RPTS has still pressed on. RPTS was able to move completely
online due to our many years of offering distance learning coursework. Our Educational
Consultant, Aaron Sams, who services a variety of schools, said RPTS was the least of his worries
because of our distance learning program. We thank the Lord for this ability.
On the last day of classes for the year, I opened the campus for any graduating senior who was
able and desirous to come for one last chapel. We meditated together on Jesus’ words from John
20:21, “As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.” Afterward, we enjoyed a reception
and extended time of sharing together. Again and again, as the graduates spoke to the other
students, faculty and staff, we heard a common refrain. Certainly, they expressed their
thankfulness for what they learned in class. Yet what they treasured the most was experiencing
Christ at RPTS. The repeated refrain they shared was that the relationships they had formed on
campus with fellow students, the staff, and the professors had caused them to know Christ more
deeply. As a result, Christ-like character formation and ministry approach had occurred in them.
We will continue to offer distance learning as a service to the church. Yet we remain committed
to restoring campus presence and life. For RPTS exists not only to impart theological
knowledge, but to see students’ lives transformed and equipped by the very gospel they are
studying. The means that God has given to us to accomplish this goal is seen in the gospel itself,
in that He sent His Son to be with us. Similarly, we desire students to be with us for a rich
season of community so that Christ is impressed more deeply on their souls. Then, reminding
them of the words of Jesus - “even so I am sending you” - we send them out in partnership with
the church to their respective places of service to do the same with others.
As you read the articles contained in this issue of Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal,
you will see they contain the theological integrity balanced with the pastoral heart that is
reflective of what students experience here at RPTS. During these difficult days, may the Lord
use them to edify and encourage you.
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Lord of History (Revelation 5:1-6:2)1
Dr. David G. Whitla
Professor of Church History
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

Introduction
Why has the synod of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America appointed a full-time
professor to teach Church History at the seminary? Are there not more important subjects for
future pastors to be focusing on? This paper wants to propose that Revelation chapter 5 offers a
compelling answer to the first question. We study Church History because it is the
preoccupation of heaven! And it is the preoccupation of heaven because heaven’s occupants are
preoccupied with Christ, who is the Lord of History! The angels and the redeemed watch
spellbound as the Lamb unfolds God’s purposes in history for men and nations, with the express
purpose of redeeming to God a people from every tribe, tongue, nation and people (5:9). So in
Revelation chapters 5-6, we have in view a representation of God’s purposes in history, namely
the Lamb has been slain, and God’s redemptive purposes in these last days — the Years of our
Lord (Anno Domini) — are about to be revealed!2 This paper will consider the three things that
John saw.
The Scroll of History
Most commentators agree that what John saw was likely a scroll rather than a codex, which is an
early kind of book.3 The same image is found in the OT apocalyptic visions of Daniel chapters 7
and 12, and Ezekiel chapter 2, where scrolls are opened, or in the case of Ezekiel, eaten. In each
case, the Scroll represents the gradual unfolding of God’s purposes in judgment and redemption
across the subsequent centuries of history.
The scroll of history has an Author. The One who holds the scroll (v.1) is “seated upon the
Throne.” He possesses all power as the Omnipotent Sovereign God. And He holds the scroll of
history in “his right hand” – the hand of executive power. He is “[the] Lord God Almighty who
was, and is, and is to come!” (Rev. 4:8). The Holy Triune God transcends time as he is Selfexistent and sovereign over all that He has made.4 Furthermore, the contents of the scroll of
history are “written.” They have been determined by its Author. History is purposeful. Nothing
The following is an edited text of the inaugural address delivered by Dr. David G. Whitla, on October
18, 2019, as the Professor of Church History at the Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary.
1

Alexander McLeod, Lectures upon the principle Prophecies of the Revelation (New York, 1814), 60: “The
Book which appeared in the right hand of God, and was given to the messiah, contained the outline of
those events which were after that time to come to pass.”
2

G.K Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Eerdmans, 1999), 342-343.
3

Ps.135:6: “Whatever the LORD pleases He does, in heaven and in earth, in the seas and in all deep
places.” As we see in the previous chapter of Revelation, the Lord is is surrounded by innumerable holy
beings who do not cease to praise Him: “You are worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honor and power;
for You created all things, and by Your will they exist and were created” (Rev. 4:11).
4
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in the course of history “just happens” by the whims of men, or impersonal laws of nature.
Rather, these are all directed by the sovereign hand of the Author of History. Things “happen” in
history because “it is written.” This affords great comfort for us who stand on the stage of
history, facing difficult providences like those listed in the next chapter — illness, economic
crisis, political upheaval, war, persecution, etc. They are all written in God’s Scroll! And all
these things work together for good to those who love Him! (Rom.8:28).
The scroll of history has one volume. As professors and students of history know, history is such
a vast subject that it takes a lot of books to contain it, indeed, like the many books John said
could be written about Jesus (Jn.21:25). But unlike Schaff’s classic multi-volume History of the
Christian Church, or Latourette’s History of the Expansion of Christianity, God’s History Book
has only one volume! It must be massive! 5 There is only one scroll, one story! It is a seamless
metanarrative in the mind of God though it contains countless billions of sub-plots played out in
different ages, nations, cultures, and individuals. The scroll has one volume as there is only one
providential plan for history. God needs no plan B as Paul says, it is all “the purpose of Him who
works all things according to the counsel of His will ” (Eph.1:11).
The scroll of history is comprehensive. It is ‘written inside and on the back’ (v.1). No detail of
history escapes God’s purpose. It incorporates the minutiae of your life and mine (Ps.139:15-6).
God’s plan is perfect, predestined, and comprehensive. It is God’s glory that He engages with
history, and not only with the “big names” in the story – the Napoleons and Hitlers, Luthers and
Calvins – that every high school history student should know of. In the course of history, He is
also intimately engaged with the nobodies! “In His Scroll they all were written, the days
fashioned for you!” The days fashioned for me! This day. Tomorrow. The day you were born;
the day you will die. The amazing thing about the Author of history is that God is concerned with
the great historical mass migrations of Huns Arabs, and African slaves; but equally written in his
scroll are the wanderings of each one of His children,6 as the Psalmist says, “You number my
wanderings; put my tears into Your bottle; are they not written in Your scroll?” (Ps. 56:8). So the
scroll is comprehensive and we are all included, but John faces a problem.
The scroll of history is sealed.7 No-one can look at it unless and until someone is found worthy
to open it and execute its redemptive purpose in time.A search for a worthy Lord of history is
instigated, but proves fruitless, as it says in verse 3 “And no one in heaven or on the earth or
under the earth was able to open the scroll, or to look at it.” Try as he might to govern his own
destiny, man is helpless to do so! Many have echoed the appalling words of William Henley’s
famous poem Invictus, who defied the Lord of history using the very words of Revelation 5-6:
It matters not how strait the gate,
How charged with punishments the scroll,
I am the master of my fate:
I am the captain of my soul.8
But John the Apostle says, no one is the “master of their fate,” as no angel, elect or fallen, no
man, woman or child could be found to open and read the scroll! Hence something remarkable
5

Cf. the massive scroll Zechariah saw in Zech. 5:2.

In Hannah’s Song, (1 Sam. 2:7-8), she marvels, “The LORD makes poor and makes rich; He brings low
and lifts up. He raises the poor from the dust and lifts the beggar from the ash heap, To set them among
princes And make them inherit the throne of glory. ‘For the pillars of the earth are the LORD's, And He
has set the world upon them.”
6

7

It is God’s “mystery” (µυστήριον); cf. Rev.10:17.

8

William Ernest Henley, A book of verses (London: D. Nutt, 1888), 56–57.
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is witnessed in heaven — someone is weeping! (v.4).9 The idea that there would be no guiding
hand in history is an appalling thought to the Apostle! But John has no reason to weep! There
is someone worthy to read the scroll of history: The Lord of history.
The Lord of History
Who is the Lord of history? Who is worthy to open the seals? The Lion of the tribe of Judah, who
is also the Lamb. These two OT images paint a vivid picture of Christ as King and Priest.10
The Lamb is the Lord of History. The Lamb is the executive cause of history, or the
administrator of history. Jesus Christ as mediatorial King is the divine agent of history, the One
who actively carries out the plan of history, executing God’s Plan in time. The triune God is its
Author (5:1) as the scroll is in His right hand. But His anointed King who rules as Mediator is
the One to whom all authority in heaven and on earth have been entrusted by the Father (Matt.
28:18). This is exactly what Daniel saw in Dan.7:13-14, “I was watching in the night visions, and
behold, One like the Son of Man, Coming with the clouds of heaven! He came to the Ancient of
Days, and they brought Him near before Him. Then to Him was given dominion and glory and a
kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve Him. His dominion is an
everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and His kingdom the one Which shall not be
destroyed.”
Jesus Christ is Lord of History! His losing of the seals enables the scroll of history to unfurl.
Hence when the Lamb does so in subsequent chapters, history Anno Domini unfolds century by
century! But when He does so, it is not simply so that the history will just sort of gush out of the
scroll of its own accord. Jesus doesn’t turn on the faucet of history and then walk away while it
all splashes out in no particular order! History is not, to use William Paley’s famous analogy, like
a watch that Jesus winds up and then lets it go to do its own thing. The scroll is not an
audiobook where Jesus hits the play button and then just sits back to find out what comes next.
No, the Bible does not teach an impersonal determinist view of History like those proposed by
Enlightenment Deism, or Hegel or Marx. When Jesus opens the seals of the scroll of history, he
reads (v4) the words of the scroll, suggesting that He personally reveals God’s foreordained plan
of history as the scroll unfurls, and brings it to pass moment by moment, century by century,
millennium by millennium. The Lord of history speaks an efficient word (Eph.1:11). The reigning
Lord of history, Jesus reads the scroll and history happens! The timeline is populated with
Gospel triumphs and setbacks, heretics and heroes, wars and truces, presidents and dictators,
celebrities and nobodies. Indeed, as Scripture says, “For of Him and through Him and to Him
are all things, to whom be glory forever” (Rom.11:36). The Lord Jesus reads the scroll, and the
free actions of man, devil and beast, and the prayers of the saints (v.8)11 execute the will of the
One who sits on the Throne.
There is so much that is mysterious to us regarding God’s sovereignty, but as the Westminster
Confession says, “God, from all eternity, did, by the most wise and holy counsel of His own will
freely, and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass: yet so, as thereby neither is God the
author of sin, nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures; nor is the liberty or contingency
The original implies a loud wailing. Leon Morris, Revelation (Leicester, IVP, 1989), 93. John weeps
because no one is found to open the seals and to read the scroll and look at it (v.4); but Jesus wipes the
tears from his eyes when He opens the scrolls.
9

McLeod, Lectures upon the principle Prophecies of the Revelation, 65: “As all the purposes of God are
administered by Jesus Christ, and thus committed to him to be administered, the [scroll] must include the
whole scheme of the divine government.”
10

11

See Douglas F. Kelly, Revelation (Fearn, Ross-shire, Scotland: Mentor, 2012), 110.
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of second causes taken away, but rather established” (WCF 3:1). There is a profound and
mysterious collusion between the responsible actions of God’s creatures in time and the allpowerful King on the throne of heaven, executing the will of God in the affairs of men! From our
perspective, it’s often a jumbled mess, written on the front and back! But from God’s
perspective, a perfect plot is being worked out. And the Lamb has power to do so. He has seven
horns which are symbolic of His strength, and He has 7 eyes speaking of His great wisdom and
omniscience to do so – which we are told represent the Spirit of God. The reigning Lord of
history carries out the metanarrative of history by the active and comprehensive agency of the
Holy Spirit, poured out at Pentecost, who is “sent out into all the earth.” The earth is the stage
upon which the drama unfolds; and there is no part of it that is exempt from the powerful
operations of His Holy Spirit (v.7).
Why is Jesus the Lord of History? For He is worthy. It is not so much for his raw power to do so,
as His worthiness in his mediatorial office because “He has prevailed to open the scrolls!” or
“has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals.” Jesus has conquered Satan,
sin, and death on the Cross. The Cross is at the very center of history because it qualifies Christ
to be Lord of History. King Jesus is presently enthroned in heaven unfolding God’s purposes in
history Anno Domini because of His mediatorial work. The inhabitants of heaven tell us in
verses 9 and 10, “for you were slain, and have redeemed us to God by your blood out of every
tribe and nation and people and nation, and have made us kings and priests to our God; and we
shall reign on the earth.” So the scope of His mediatorial kingship is global, and the goal of His
mediatorial kingship is “to make us kings and priests to our God, [to] reign on the earth.” Jesus
as ruling Mediatorial King, is subduing all nations to His rule. Also, He does so not simply in His
essential kingly estate, but in His Mediatorial kingly office. The choirs of heaven above and the
creation below together marvel at the slain Lamb’s global missionary goal in history Anno
Domini, by declaring His worthiness to receive all tribute from the nations (cf. Hag. 2:4), and all
necessary qualifications to execute this task in history (v.12-13).
The Study of History
The Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary has acquired a new history professor. But
history is not just for “professors of history”. It is for “professors of the faith”. The Book of
Revelation means what its title says: a Book of once-hidden things that are now revealed for the
edification of God’s people. The very first verse of the book says, it is “The Revelation of Jesus
Christ, which God gave Him to show His servants – things which must shortly take place.”12
History is supposed to be studied. Why had John wept? “I wept much because no one was found
worthy to open and read the scroll, or to look at it” (v4). But as the Lord of History breaks open
the seals and unfurls the timeline of history in chapter 6, what are we bidden to do? In chapter
6:1, a heavenly voice of thunder says to John and to us, “Come and see!’ In fact, four times we
are invited with John to “Come and See!” (6:1,3,5,7). In these four instances, each of the living
creatures, in turn, invites us to audit a History class! In Eph.3:9-10, Paul speaks of God’s plan
that “through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers
and authorities in the heavenly places.” There is a heavenly audience that beholds the unfolding
drama of history as the Lord of history breaks the seals, judges His enemies, and builds the
church. And like John, you and I are invited! It is also the slain Lamb who makes the study of
history possible (v4). It is a blood-bought privilege of the Church to explore the redemptive
While Revelation 5 and subsequent chapters give us a big-picture view of the events in these Last Days,
we hesitate to offer a full historicist interpretation of every jot and tittle. We do not attempt to identify
which verse describes Nero or Napoleon. The danger, as Alexander McLeod put well, is that “It is with the
expounder of prophecy as with the writer of history – difficult to hold a pen uninfluenced by prejudice of
partiality.” And the esteemed McLeod was one who tended to read Revelation with the newspaper open!
Alexander McLeod, Lectures upon the principle Prophecies of the Revelation (New York, 1814), xi.
12
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metanarrative of history.13 One cannot “open the scroll or look at it” without the Lamb. But He
was slain so you may! And you and I are invited to do so! For history is supposed to be studied,
as Church History is the Church’s legacy of comfort in times of present tribulation. When Asaph
was distressed at the calamities befalling him and the church in his day, the first thing he did
was to pray. The second thing he did was to study history, as it says in Ps.77:5: “I have
considered the days of old, the years of ancient times.” Of course, it was Biblical history he
examined; he looked for the footsteps of God’s faithfulness in the past in order to make sense of
his present, and gain hope for the future! (cf. Dan. 9; Neh. 9).
History is supposed to be interpreted. Historiography is to history what hermeneutics is to
Scripture. We are to interpret history in line with the Scripture’s declaration of God’s purposes
for history. History unfolds in linear time. It is not cyclical. The scroll has a starting point and
a terminus, a finishing point. It also has a telos – a purpose, or ‘end’ – a plotline supplied by the
Author. History is His Story. God is the Author and Christ is the Storyteller. Our Interpretation
of history must, therefore, focus on the conquest of the Lamb In Revelation 6:1-2, the Lamb
imagery changes, and we see instead a Rider on a white horse. Revelation 19 tells us that “He
who sat on it was called Faithful and True ... on His head were many crowns ... out of His mouth
goes a sharp sword, that with it he should strike the nations, and He shall rule them with a rod
of iron ... and He has on His thigh and on His robe a name written: King of Kings and Lord of
lords.” In these Years of our Lord, Christ rides on a white horse, with His focus being the
building of His Church, and subduing the gates of hell who would attempt to prevail against His
purpose! The study of history must also have as its interpretive focus Christ’s unstoppable
conquest of the nations, which is what the Lamb is doing today! He is accomplishing the Great
Commission!14 But it is not the interpretive focus of most History Professors! By careful
objective study, secular historians may, of course, write accurate histories, and provide
extremely helpful resources for the Christian historian. But even though they deny the
overarching purpose of the divine storyteller, they are simply uncovering what the Lamb had
already purposed to do! 15 Church history may be the Cinderella discipline16 in the university
And it is common grace that unbelievers for whom Christ did not die may also examine history as He
unfolds it. Yet because their eyes are not opened, their understanding is darkened to see the redemptive
metanarrative that is unfolding all around them. They deny the hand of providence.
13

As Acts 1:1 reads: “In my former book, Theophilus, I told you all that Jesus began to do and to teach
…” Acts is thus about what Jesus is continuing to do and to teach now he is invested with Kingly power as
mediator. He is drawing all peoples to Himself!
14

In much the same way as David Attenborough might uncover truth about what the Creator has made,
while yet resisting Him.
15

Anthropocentric historiography is the order of the day in the academy. Whatever the current trend is in
our secular culture, its worldview gradually comes to infiltrate our interpretation of history: We are
increasingly seeing the demise of the traditional milestones BC/AD with BCE/CE; gendered histories,
LGBT histories, demand that history must be retitled as “Herstory”. To attempt to study history without
reference to the Lord of history is a fool’s errand and is actually often really boring! Yes, in common
grace, secular historians in the Academy may discern patterns and causes and effects, and draw accurate
conclusions. Research scholarships are awarded; quantitative research methods are pursued; empirical
data from the past is discovered in archives, sifted for hidden treasures, selected for relevance, and
interpreted in dissertations; PhDs are awarded. Brilliant and objective historians publish fascinating
research that advances our knowledge of the past. But for all this, the Scroll remains sealed! It is all
found to be meaningless without Christ! They have answered many important “What” questions, but are
no closer to answering the “Why?” History as a discipline is to be interpreted. In academic institutions,
history has sub-disciplines like social history, economic history, political history, military history and was
has become known as “religious history”. But the Apostle John reminds us that all of it is “Church
History” – i.e., all of it is serving Christ’s overarching purpose to build his Church (Matt 16:18) and
gather his elect from every nation, tribe, tongue and people.
16
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department of historical studies, a subsidiary discipline of minor importance to the academic.
But it is not how the Bible views it! In the final analysis, all events in world history will find their
relative significance to the extent that they have been connected with this driving theme: “He
went out conquering and to conquer!”, or as Jesus told the disciples, “I will build my Church,
and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it!”17 There are many literate history teachers in the
world, but they find history as a scroll which is sealed, for they are illiterate when it comes to the
Book of God and so they lack the key to understanding the metanarrative of His Story! They do
understand that history is supposed to be studied and that history is supposed to be interpreted.
But they do not understand, finally, that history is supposed to produce doxology (6:8-14).
History is supposed to produce doxology. Is it not what Revelation 5 teaches as the ultimate
purpose of the study of history? The Lamb opened the scroll of history and they sang a new
song! (v9). Does your study of history produce doxology? Shame on us if we think history is
boring! Revelation 5 has shown us the heavenly history class, bursting with anticipation as the
reigning Lord of history unfolds His story, seal by seal! There is no boring history, just boring
history teachers! And the most boring of the lot are those that write the storyteller out of His
story, and reduce God’s gripping drama to statistics, graphs, and the cause and effect of a
universe with no one at the helm. That’s why little Jack doesn’t like history, for “All history and
no doxology makes Jack a dull boy.”18 But just listen to the roar of praise that goes up in heaven
as the saints and angels behold the spectacle of history: “You are worthy to take the scroll, and to
open its seals; for You were slain, and have redeemed us to God by Your blood out of every tribe
and tongue and people and nation” (v9). When we learn to see history from heaven’s
perspective, we too will join the chorus and praise the Lord of history.

As Beale points out, “removing seals connotes execution of the contents of a document.” Beale, 343. It
is as the Mediatorial King of Nations breaks the seals that His temporal judgments go forth upon the
nations in the history of the world. These are summarized in ch.6: nation-shaking events like War (v3-4),
Economic crisis (v5-6), and Famine (v7-8). But these great events that rightly preoccupy the world’s
scholars and fill History Channel specials have their historical significance only as the context in which
the Lamb exhibits and extends His kingly rule.The reigning Christ has been unfolding this scroll for over
2000 years; the seals have been opened throughout the years Anno Domini, bringing centuries of church
advancement despite war, economic disaster, famine and all the other judgments on earth represented in
chapter 6. All this is a matter of public record: the unbelieving historian looks at the scroll and tries to
make sense of it. But it is not enough to look at the scroll; we must know the One who is unfolding it!
They are like the prophets of Isaiah’s day, Isa.29:11-12: “The whole vision has become to you like the
words of a book that is sealed, which men deliver to one who is literate, saying, ‘Read this, please.’ And he
says, ‘I cannot, for it is sealed.’ Then the book is delivered to one who is illiterate, saying, ‘Read this,
please.’ And he says, ‘I am not literate.’”
17

As we study history, we admire a stunning masterpiece. However, we praise not the masterpiece, but
the Artist.
18
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“Melchizedek: Who Art Thou?”
Dr. Jeffrey A. Stivason
Adjunct Professor of Systematic Theology
Professor Elect of New Testament
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

Melchizedek is an enigmatic figure! If it were not so, then we would not be having this
discussion of whether he is a type of Christ or an instance of Christophany. After all, the
historical figure appears in only two Bible texts (Genesis 14:18-21 and Hebrews 7:1-10) and no
more. Yes, there are four texts that mention the phrase in “the order of Melchizedek” (Psalm
110:4; Hebrews 5:6; 5:10; 6:20). Nevertheless, his entrée is as mysterious as his sortie. So, we
are prone to ask, “Melchizedek: Who Art thou?”, and yet, how do we answer that question?
In this paper, we will propose to do the following. First, we will briefly explore the history of
interpretation with regard to the identity of Melchizedek will be explored. Second, a method will
be put forth by which the question regarding the identity of the person of Melchizedek will be
answered. Third, the method will be applied to the Melchizedekian texts. And fourth and finally,
conclusions will be drawn from this application and possible objections will be dealt with.
The History of Interpretation
The vantage point of historical interpretation can help answer the perennial question, “Who is
Melchizedek?” This brief foray into the exegetical wilds will provide a sense as to how
Melchizedek has been understood by previous generations. So first, notice the strangely hostile
attitude of rabbinic authors toward the person of Melchizedek. According to Jewish
interpretation, the priesthood of Melchizedek was essentially Levitical and was communicated
by him to Abraham and so down to Levi.1 The fact that rabbinic authors attribute the absence of
his lineage to his being the son of a prostitute is remarkable, but perhaps even it pales in
comparison to the belief that since the tithe paid by Abraham was merely the spoils of war, it
was not the sign of homage from the lesser to the greater.2
Leaving the mysterious hostility of the rabbis behind, travel to the caves of Qumran, where in
Cave 11, a fragment appropriately named 11Qmelchizedek is found. In an article titled,
“Melchizedek as a Messiah at Qumran,” Paul Rainbow points out that Melchizedek may or may
not even be central to this or other Qumran texts, but it happens to be the portion that was
preserved.3 Eric Mason observes in his, “Hebrews 7:3 and the Relationship Between
Melchizedek and Jesus,” that the name “Melchizedek” is a proposed reading in three small
fragments from the Caves 4 and 11.
1

Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, Hebrews (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1977), 245.
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The manuscript fragments are from what is called the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice.4 These
texts are songs accompanying thirteen Sabbath offerings, and the officiants are angels with
priestly roles.5 Melchizedek is here presented as a priest in a text “largely concerned with
invoking and describing the praise of angelic priests in the heavenly temple.”6 According to
Mason, the implication is that Melchizedek is a heavenly angelic priest in the service of God. 7 In
fact, the Qumran sect identified Melchizedek as the angel Michael or an angelic “Prince of
Light.”8 According to Qumran, Melchizedek is, in the final analysis, an eschatological figure and
likely angelic.
However, as interesting as this reading is, a problem arises when the Qumran scrolls or any
other Second Temple source are made the spectacles for interpreting the Scriptures. The
problem can be stated in this way: when the Bible is given penultimate authority, and any other
text or source is made the principium, or the basic lens, through which we see and understand
the Scripture, then there is something more authoritatively basic than the Bible. This
foundational error, by and large, is what has happened in the New Perspective on Paul.
Therefore, as intriguing as Qumran is for us, it cannot be made the basis for our understanding
of Melchizedek.
The same problem is true of the Levi section of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs. This
piece of psuedepigrapha suggests that Melchizedek was nothing other than Levitical or preLevitical in his priesthood.9 However, a feature that distinguishes the Testament of the Twelve
Patriarchs and for that matter, Josephus or Philo, from the Qumran texts is that they betray no
interest in Melchizedek as an eschatological figure, as in the Qumran fragments.10
However, and not surprisingly, by the mid-second century, Christians began to interpret the
figure of Melchizedek through a Christological lens. For example, Justin Martyr, a mid-second
century Christian apologist used Melchizedek for polemical purposes in the Jewish-Christian
debate, “as one whose priesthood, fulfilled by the advent of Christ, is universal in scope, though
with a predilection for the Gentiles.”11 Now, one might wonder how Justin could have spun
Melchizedek as a Gentile king, a concept one need not ponder for very long.
Justin’s argument turns on the supposition that Melchizedek was uncircumcised, and so, he was
a priest to those who were uncircumcised.12 Particular significance is then attached to the fact
that the circumcised Abraham paid him tithes and was blessed by him. From this point, Justin
argues that Christ, in whom the priestly order of Melchizedek is fulfilled, was intended to be the
Eric F. Mason, “Hebrews 7:3 and the Relationship between Melchizedek and Jesus,” Journal of the
Chicago Society of Biblical Research, vol. 50 (2005): 50.
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priest of the uncircumcised or the non-Jew – though even the circumcised can find Him by
faith. 13 The difficulty with Justin’s view is that Melchizedek met Abraham, who himself was
uncircumcised!
However, by the mid-third century right on through the Counter-Reformation, it was held that
Melchizedek’s provision of bread and wine on the occasion of his encounter with Abraham
foreshadowed or anticipated the institution of the sacrament.14 For the medieval church and
those of the Counter-Reformation, this view held a great deal of significance. The Reformers,
however, rejected the understanding that the bread and wine were anything more than – bread
and wine.
Luther and Calvin both penned fiery words of opposition aimed at what they thought was an
encroachment of Melchizedek upon the person of Christ. In fact, there was an increasing
tendency to understand Melchizedek as an angel, the Holy Spirit (by the Gnostics), or even
Christ himself. To these attempts at identification Calvin responded in His commentary on
Hebrews (7:3), writing, “It seems not to be worth one’s while to refute the delirious notions of
those who dream that Christ himself, or the Holy Spirit, or an angel, appeared at that time;
unless indeed one thought it to be the duty of a right-minded man to dispute with Postillus and
such fanatics … ”15
The Method of Identification
In light of the history of interpretation, it seems that the question of Melchizedek’s identity is
best answered by systematic theology. Why? Well, what, in essence, is the systematic theological
enterprise? In other words, what types of questions does systematic theology ask, and what sort
of answers to those questions does it offer? Put simply, systematic theology asks: What does the
Bible as a whole teach about X (be it God, man, sin, Christ, etc.). In this case, the question is
“who is Melchizedek?” or “What does the Bible teach about the person of Melchizedek?” That is
a question quite simply that is best handled by systematic theology.
Of course, systematic theology does not exclude disciplines like exegesis and Biblical theology.
Rather, systematic theology takes the ripened fruit of these disciplines and incorporates them
into the final product. But thinking about the relation of exegesis and Biblical theology to the
discipline of systematics, they must be understood as preliminary or spadework. So, there are a
couple of theological tools that needed in our tool belts in order to rightly answer the question:
“Who is Melchizedek?”
The Analogia Scripturae
The analogia scripturae or the analogy of scripture, which is to be distinguished from the
analogy of faith, helps to semantically clothe the view that Scripture is its own interpreter. In
other words, clear passages of Scripture are brought to bear on less clear passages. In his “The
Analogy of Faith in the Study of Scripture,” Henri Blocher provides the historical background for
the way in which this phrase has been understood.16 However, the concern here will be to
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understand the theological presuppositions that undergird the principle of the analogy of
Scripture and for a very important reason: in order to know who Melchizedek is, it will have to
be the Scripture that determines his identity and function.
So, the first assumption is that Scripture is an inspired revelation from God with a unified
message. In other words, Scripture is consistent with itself; all that it teaches is coherent. Behind
the diversity of Scripture (i.e., human authorship, historical era, etc.), there is an overarching,
fundamental unity in its theological content and redemptive proclamation. And this unity
follows from the fact that Scripture, at its core, has a single, divine author.
This first assumption leads to a second. As Blocher states it, Christians must express a
commitment to the “validity of canonical enclosure” 17 or what can be termed a “theologicalcanonical hermeneutic”. The canonical approach suggested here is quite unlike that of Brevard
Childs. So, what is meant by a theological-canonical hermeneutic? By theological is meant that
the divine origin, meaning, and intention form the most basic theological categories for
understanding Scripture. The Bible means what God says it means. By canonical is meant that
the texts of the OT and NT. in their finished form, as they exist today. In other words, the Bible
in our hands is God’s finished book and it is indeed His book.
This leads to the third implication. The Bible has an organic character. Consider three
implications of this truth. First of all, any passage of Scripture is to be read in the context of the
particular book of the Bible in which it appears, and in the context of the human author, and
historical circumstances of the book in which God spoke. Second, any passage is to be read in
the context of the total canon of Scripture available up to that point in time. God’s speech is
progressive and develops (or unfolds) in history. Third, any passage is to be read in the context
of the entire Bible as the Word of God. God intended from the beginning that His later words
should build on and enrich earlier words so that, in some sense, the whole Bible represents one
long process of communication from one author.
In other words, it is necessary to work out of the view that says that the hermeneutical
understanding develops the analogy antecedently – in other words, a given text is interpreted by
what has gone before. However, given the primacy of the divine author, the analogy
subsequently must not be neglected – in other words, subsequent or successive texts for the
purpose of interpretation must be used. By way of example, if one is preaching Isaiah 55, one
must use Acts 13:34 in one’s interpretation. Why? Because to preach Isaiah 55 as if Acts 13 did
not exist would be to operate, at least functionally, as if there is not a single author over the
whole. Thus, the Bible in all its parts, and it alone will be able to answer the question of who is
Melchizedek.
Good and Necessary Consequence
The principle of good and necessary consequence is related to the analogy of Scripture, but with
some difference. For example, whereas the analogy of Scripture often works with more than one
text of Scripture, the principle of good and necessary consequence is often concerned with only
one text and the implications that can be drawn from it. However, the logical implications which
are drawn from a text must be both good and necessary in order to be binding on the believer.
Or, as Old Testament professor C. J. Williams put it in his article “Good and Necessary
Consequence in the Westminster Confession,” “The qualification good surely means that any
biblical deduction must be in harmony with other Scripture …. The second qualification is that
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such deductions must be ‘necessary ’… or ‘beyond a reasonable doubt.’”18 Or, as another wellknown theologian put it, a good consequence is Biblical or consistent with other Biblical texts,
but a necessary consequence is one that is required by the text.
The problem is that a textual implication may be good, but it may not be necessary. For
example, R. C. Sproul gives us an example of this sort of thing in his book Knowing Scripture.
According to Sproul, he has read numerous references, “to the state of angelic beings as being
sexless.”19 But Sproul asks in his best Lt. Columbo, “Where does the Bible say that the angels are
sexless?” The passage brought to bear as an answer is Mark 12:25. Here, Jesus says that in
heaven, there will be no marrying or giving in marriage, but we will be like the angels. According
to Sproul, this implies that angels do not marry, but does it imply that they are
sexless?”20 According to Sproul, it may well be that the angels are sexless, but the fact is, the
Bible does not make that claim What is more, Sproul asks, is it not possible that angels could
remain unmarried for other reasons than that they are sexless? His answer is emphatic; of
course, it is possible. Consequently, the inference of angelic sexlessness may be a good inference,
but it is certainly not a necessary or required inference.
So, with a method of interpretation and tools that force us to deal with the text of Scripture, we
are ready to take a look at the text itself and attempt a systematic theological answer to our
question, “Who is Melchizedek?”
Applying the Method
As noted earlier, systematic theology is not exegesis, nor is it Biblical theology, but it deals with
the culmination of those and other disciplines. Therefore, in order to rightly answer the
systematic question, which is, “Who is Melchizedek?,” some spadework must be done. In other
words, let the Scriptures speak of Melchizedek: what do they actually teach about this seemingly
mysterious figure.
The Melchizedek Texts
Though the phrase “the order of Melchizedek” appears seven times in Scripture, including Psalm
110, the person of Melchizedek appears only twice: first in Genesis 14 and later in Hebrews 7. So,
what do these two texts explicitly teach about Melchizedek?
According to Genesis 14, we learn that Melchizedek was an earthly king. He was, in fact, the king
of Salem (which some scholars take to be the city of Jerusalem before it was, in fact, Jerusalem).
And when he met Abraham, who was returning from the battle of the kings, he brought the
patriarch bread and wine. However, Melchizedek was not simply and only an earthly king over
an earthly city, he was also a priest of God Most High. Whatever one makes of the name of God
in this text, it seems highly likely that it refers to the one living and true God. Even Abraham
uses this very name to describe God in v. 22 of Genesis 14. Consequently, in the person of
Melchizedek is found both an earthly king and a priest of God.
It is on the basis of the priesthood that Melchizedek blessed Abram. The blessing is simple and
yet comprehensive. “Blessed be Abram of God Most High ... and blessed be God Most
High” (Gen.14:19,20). This blessing is followed by the statement, “He gave him a tenth of all”(v.
20b). The implication is, of course, that Abram gave a tenth of the spoils to Melchizedek, and
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using the analogy of Scripture, Hebrews firms up this implication (Heb. 7:4). That is the sum of
what we learn about Melchizedek in the book of Genesis. He was an earthly king and an earthly
priest in an earthly city called Salem.
Now, someone may say, “Well, there are other things that we may learn about him. For example,
as you said, we learn that Melchizedek brought out the bread and wine. Of what does that
remind us? It reminds us of Communion, of course! And so, we learn more than you are letting
on. This must then be a covenantal meal foreshadowing Christ’s institution of the Lord’s
Supper.” Well, ponder that for a minute. Is that interpretation confirmed by the analogy of
Scripture? In other words, are there antecedent or subsequent texts that would confirm or not
confirm this interpretation of the bread and wine in this passage? No, there are not. Not even
the author of Hebrews mentions the bread and wine!
But an objector may counter by saying, “Well, what about good and necessary consequence?
May we not establish that the bread and wine indicate communion by the principle of good and
necessary consequence?” And after all, this person is an astute objector. He has read Richard
Muller’s Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics and knows that good and necessary
consequence is neither the analogy of Scripture nor the analogy of faith. No, this person knows
that the principle of good and necessary consequence “assumes that individual texts of Scripture
can be examined in terms of the ‘causes … effects, adjuncts, comparisons, [and]contraries’ of
things taught in the passage.”21 So, for example, Muller says that an examination of Hebrews
1:8-10 “leads by way of examining the issue of causes and effects, to the conclusion that Christ is
truly God.” 22 So, says this objector, why not infer this interpretation from Genesis 14 alone?
It may well be that the bread and wine were elements in a covenant meal. It may be. However,
the fact is that the Bible does not say so. In fact, it is actually possible that the bread and wine
could have been nothing more than a metonym or a single thing, like a meal, expressed by some
of its parts, in this case, bread and wine.23 Consequently, the inference of the bread and wine
being a covenant meal may be a good inference, but it is certainly not a necessary or required
inference. In other words, there is nothing in the text that demands this interpretation, good
though it may be.
So, once again, it seems that from Genesis 14, we are left with a picture of an earthly king who is
also an earthly priest of the true God, the God of Abram. And this earthly priest-king blessed
Abram and he blessed God Most high. What is more, he refreshed the patriarch with food and
wine, and also, as a priest, received from Abram a tenth of the spoils. We are left with a picture
of an earthly king and an earthly priest in an earthly city called Salem.
But this brings us to Hebrews 7. And here again, in verses 1-2a, we are introduced to the earthly
historical figure of “Melchizedek, king of Salem, priest of the Most High God, who met Abraham
as he was returning from the slaughter of the kings and blessed him, to whom also Abraham
apportioned a tenth part of all the spoils … ” Do not miss what the author is doing at this point!
Here the author of Hebrews is simply summarizing Genesis 14:17-20. He is bringing to mind the
historical and earthly priest-king who blessed Abraham and received a portion of the spoils. It is
that simple. But why does the author begin with the historical? Because what he is not doing
needs to be understood. He is not developing an allegory which has little concern with the
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historical character of the Old Testament text. As R. T. France writes, “Words, names, events,
etc. are used, with little regard for their context, and invested with a significance drawn more
from the allegorist’s own ideas than from the intended sense of the Old Testament.”24 The
author of Hebrews is not working with allegory but history.
However, beginning with verse 2b, we find a change from the previous verses. That author of
Hebrews, having grounded Melchizedek in history, proceeds with Messianic sensitivity to
examine the name of Melchizedek, and of Salem, his kingly domain, with exegetical care. A
translation of Melchizedek is “king of righteousness” and Salem is “ peace.”
Now, what is the author doing? He is helping his readers to think Christologically.
Righteousness and peace are two ideas that descend like a messianic hammer! Why? In the first
chapter of Hebrews, Jesus is described with the words of Psalm 45. He is the one who loves
righteousness and hates lawlessness – the opposite of peace. The author is helping us to see that
he is tying Melchizedek into our Christology.
But the author does not stop there. In verse 3, Melchizedek is described as being “without father,
without mother,” which is then further clarified in the next apophatic or negative statement.
Melchizedek, unlike the rest of those in Genesis – a book built of the phrase “the book of the
generations of”, is himself “without genealogy.” In other words, the statement “without
genealogy” explains what it means to be “without father and without mother.” The author of
Hebrews is bringing the historical fact of Melchizedek’s missing genealogy in a book built on
genealogies to bear upon the argument that he, led by the Spirit, is constructing. So, what is the
argument?
Before getting to that argument, a little more background is in order. In verse 3, the author also
describes Melchizedek as having “neither beginning of days nor end of life.” Now, just think
about this statement in light of the first verse and a half. The author has rooted us in the
historical. In other words, he is writing about an earthly person who ruled and shepherded the
people of Salem. He is concerned with a king and priest who had an earthly father and mother,
though his genealogy was not recorded in Genesis. So, the opening historical context, which
roots us in Genesis 14, demands that the language of verse 3 be considered figurative. And the
very next phrase clinches this interpretation. This earthly king and priest was “made like the Son
of God.” In other words, it is the figurative language that builds a bridge from Melchizedek to
Christ or to put it in the language of the text, makes him like the Son of God.
Consider the impact of this observation. In Greek, the word ἀφοµοιόω means “to make like or
similar”, and Hebrews 7:3 is the only occurrence of this word in the New Testament. What is
more, this word is a perfect passive participle. And according to Peter O’Brien, it is what is called
a divine passive, implying that Melchizedek was not simply made to be like Jesus because of the
human’s author’s creativity or insight brought to bear upon a theological construct. No, this
earthly king was divinely made like the Son of God.
But more than that, the passive participle is also in the perfect tense (an action completed in the
past with ongoing effects), the tense that stresses the idea that not only did God make
Melchizedek like the Son of God, but that he stands before us presently and permanently as one
made like the Son of God, which is exactly what the next phrase affirms, “he remains a priest
perpetually.” How? He remains a priest perpetually by virtue of the typological language that the
Spirit used to liken him to Christ.
Now, it is clear what the author of Hebrews is doing. He is telling us that Melchizedek was a
Spirit-inspired type of Christ. Now, a type can be recognized by at least two indicators: an
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historical and a theological correspondence between the type and the antitype. In this case, the
historical correspondence is the priesthood and the theological correspondence is eternity, or
more to the point, eternal mediation. But again, the typology was not imposed by the creative
genius of the author of Hebrews. Rather, as the human authors are carried along by the Holy
Spirit, they unveil the meaning inherent in the real events and people themselves, because the
Author of all things made types to be the types that they are.
Another way to state the matter is given by Lane Tipton, formerly the Charles Krahe Chair of
Systematic Theology at Westminster Theological Seminary. He writes,
The Old Testament Scriptures are christomorphic. They demand on their own
terms that Christ alone fulfill them, supplying in themselves the objective reality
to which Christ must conform in his death and resurrection. This is the force of
Christ’s statement that all of the things written about him in the Old Testament
‘must be fulfilled.’ In this light, then, we can discern the christomorphic
dimension to the Old Testament, given the strong objective sense in which Christ
must fulfill what is contained within them.25
Dr. Tipton’s statement bears directly upon our text. If the historical figure of Melchizedek was
made to be a type of Christ, then Melchizedek must fulfill his aim and so point to Christ. Viewed
in this light, Melchizedek need not be, nor can he be, Christ himself, but rather he is a type that
must find his fulfillment in the Christ after whom he was likened by virtue of typological Spiritinspired language.
So, what is the point of the argument? The point of comparing the figurative language of
Melchizedek to that of Christ is to point up the eternality of Christ Himself in order to
distinguish Him from the temporally conditioned Levitical priesthood. We see that very thing in
verse 28 of Hebrews 7: those who are priests after the flesh are weak and die, but not so Christ.
The comparison between the Spirit-inspired literary and typological eternality of Melchizedek
and the ontological eternality of Christ was to put Christ’s indestructible life on display. He is a
priest forever, and who lives even now to intercede.
One more thing needs to be added at this point. There is a danger in making the aim of the
argument too complex. Why? Think about it. Going beyond the simple comparison of the
literary eternality of Melchizedek as compared to the ontological eternality of Christ, the text will
raise more questions than it is able to answer. For example, to say that Melchizedek is Jesus and
so without father and mother and genealogy we find ourselves in a difficult situation. Why?
Because Jesus had an earthly mother and an adopted earthly father, a heavenly father, and two
genealogies! So, in this regard, Jesus and Melchizedek are very dissimilar.
Conclusions & Possible Objections
Applying the analogy of Scripture to the question “who is Melchizedek?,” shows we discover that
the mystery is not all that great. By comparison, both texts (Genesis 14 and Hebrews 7)
understand Melchizedek to be an earthly figure; however, the New Testament author led by the
Spirit came to understand that the record of this man’s temporal life was made to be typological
of Christ. So, the author introduces him as the earthly king that he was, and then begins to
uncover the literary typology.
Second, understanding that, when we bring the principle of good and necessary consequence to
bear upon these verses, primarily verse 3, the position that asserts Melchizedek to be the preJohn R. Meuther and Danny E. Olinger, eds., Confident of Better Things (Willow Grove, Pennsylvania:
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incarnate Jesus will not stand up to scrutiny. More specifically, one may say that the statement,
Melchizedek “remains a priest perpetually” teaches that Melchizedek possesses eternality and is
therefore the pre-incarnate Christ, but, the fact is, the Bible says the very opposite. Verse 3 quite
simply says that Melchizedek was made like the Son of God. Consequently, the inference that
Melchizedek is the pre-incarnate Christ is not a good inference, because it stands in
contradiction to the very Scripture from which it is taken. And if it is not a good inference, it
certainly cannot be a necessary or required inference. What is more, so long as the phrase “made
like the Son of God” stands, this inference, however formulated, is not an inference that is
beyond a reasonable doubt. As C. J. Williams put it, “Biblical inferences that are merely possible
or conceivable are not the stuff on which to build the doctrine and practice of the church.”26
Third, related to the previous, in chapter 1, the author of Hebrews deepens our understanding of
the glory and supremacy of the person of Jesus Christ, so that his readers might hear Him. Now,
two things are stated about the person of Christ that bear on the discussion. Both of them are
found in verse 3. It says, “And He is the radiance of His glory and the exact representation of
His nature … ” Theologically, this text makes two wonderful claims about Jesus. In his book,
“The Teaching of the Epistle to the Hebrews,” Geerhardus Vos summarizes it nicely. Vos writes,
“In theological language, then, the expression ‘the effulgence of his glory’ assures us of the
Son’s being homoousios [the same substance] with the Father, and the expression ‘the very
image of his substance’ assures us of the Son’s being the mongenes [the unique and only Son] of
the Father.” 27 In other words, the author of Hebrews does not want any misunderstanding of his
message. He wants to come through loud and clear. This Jesus is not like God. He is supreme in
person and authoritative in word, because He is God. Jesus is of the very substance of the
Father, and the unique and eternal Son of the Father, being equal in substance and the same in
glory.
So, what is the necessary conclusion? Simply, the author of Hebrews knows how to affirm that
Jesus is exactly the same in substance as the Father. So, do not miss the fact that he specifically
tells us that Melchizedek was made like the Son of God. The point is obvious: Melchizedek is not
the same as Jesus but was only made like Him through Spirit-inspired typology. Thus, this rightminded explanation should put to bed the notions of the fanciful.
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Having served as a Teaching Elder in the Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America since
my ordination on May 31, 1972, it is my observation that it might be helpful to look again at
what the Bible says the eldership is and does. The bulk of this article is taken from my
contribution to the 1976 pre-synodic conference on The Church and Her Ministry.1 This article
argues the Bible presents the office of elder consisting of two primary functions.
Old Testament Usage
To help us understand afresh the office of elder, the basic words to be considered in the New
Testament are πρεσβύτερος (presbuteros), επίσκοπος (episkopos) and ποιµήν (poiman) and the
verbs derived from these nouns. Since both poiman and presbuteros are used in the New
Testament without any formal definition given to them, it seems they must have developed from
their use in the Septuagint translation of the Old Testament.2 However, in the Old Testament
nation of Israel, the word presbuteros3 is simply used with reference to a particular office or
group of men in the community. Genesis 50:7 is the first translation of presbuteros as an elder.
The reference is to the elders of the house of Joseph and the elders of the land of Egypt going up
to bury Joseph’s father. It is not clear whether a special office is being spoken of or a specific
group of “senior citizens” representing the land of Egypt and the people of Joseph’s household is
intended. There are eight previous references in Genesis where the term presbuteros is used, but
these are simply when a younger and older person is contrasted. The development of the
Hebrew word zaqen, which presbuteros, translates in the LXX has the meaning “a man with a
beard” to “an old man” to “older men . . . chosen (to form) the narrower colleges of elders which
represent the tribes, city, locality or people.”4
The elders generally were not rulers or governing authorities but basically representatives. It is
interesting, however, to notice they were assembled on important occasions when the will of
Yahweh was given, which would affect the whole nation or people of Israel. They went with
Moses before Pharaoh concerning their emancipation (Ex. 3:16, 18; 4:29). They supervised the
slaying of the family offering at the Passover (Ex. 12:21); they kept a sacrificial feast with Jethro
Bruce R. Backensto “The Parity of the Eldership: The Biblical Basis and Application” in The Church and
Her Ministry (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America, 1976), 19-26.
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4

219

Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal 6.2 (Spring 2020)
(Ex. 19:7); and some witnessed the miracle of the water at Horeb (Ex. 17:5). Seventy of the elders
saw the glory of Yahweh at Sinai, when the covenant was made with Moses and his three
companions (Ex. 24:1, 9). The elders went with Moses to punish Dathan and Abiram (Nu.
16:25). Other passages showing functions of the elders are Joshua 7:6, 8:10, 23:2, 24:1; Nu.
11:16f and 24f (many more could be added). In Deuteronomy, presbuteros is defined more
specifically as being an office. The men are given authoritative roles in connection with other
officials and judges. However, most of their jurisdiction was limited to their own locality and
even their own tribe. The office of presbuteros continues through the exile both in Jerusalem
and Babylon (Jer. 26:17, 29:11, Ez. 8:11f, 14:1, 20:1, 3). Elders existed in the Israelite community
and were helpers of kings, rulers, or judges in a representative sort of way. Hence, even in the
Old Testament, the term presbuteros simply appears in a rather “casual” way to designate a
particular office.
As mentioned earlier, the word episkopos is used less frequently in the LXX, however, it is worth
noticing the different Hebrew words it translates. It is used to translate the Hebrew word for
God ()ﬡﬥ, for  ּנּגּׁשwhich is translated press, drive, oppress, exact; driver, taskmaster, and for
 ּפּקﬢwhich is translated attend to, visit, master, appoint, appointed ones, officers, make
overseers. In Job 20:29, episkopos is used to translate (El) as “overseer,” and as such, it came to
refer to the sovereign Creator Who watches over everything. Not only the Hebrews used this
word, but also it is used in pagan religions in this way. The term is used in reference to officers
appointed by Abimelech (Ju. 9:28), and men who were to handle the money raised to repair the
temple (2 Chron. 34:12, 17). Basically, in the Old Testament, episkopos is generally used to
express the function one has of overseeing something or someone, and not a specific office.
The word poiman, which is related to episkopos in the New Testament (cf. Acts 20:28; 1 Pe.
2:25; 5:2), is generally used to describe Yahweh as the Shepherd of Israel and then it came to
refer to the expected Messiah who would watch the flock, Israel. In Jeremiah, poiman is used
commonly for political and military leaders; however, surprisingly, it is never used as a title of
the ruling king of Israel. This word, as does episkopos, refers more to a function performed than
an office held. A political or military leader many times exhibited the characteristics of a
shepherd of a flock while never holding the “office” of shepherd.
Presbuteros
As these three words are used in the New Testament, they generally retain their Old Testament
meaning and usage. They are, however, somewhat more specifically defined, as the offices of the
New Testament Church are developed. Beginning with the word presbuteros, it should first be
noted, as was stated above, no formal definition is given, but the word is simply used with the
writer assuming that the reader already knows its meaning. Jesus does it as He argues over the
point of washing before eating with the Pharisees (Mk. 7:3, 5), and when He discusses His
forthcoming death with His disciples and apostles (Matt. 26:3f). In the former case, Jesus
argues the Pharisees were guilty of keeping the laws of the presbuterio whom He simply calls
άνθρωποι (men) later in the same passage. The elders (presbuteroi) were also a part of the
group who were to have Jesus crucified as seen in the second reference above. This shows an
awareness of an existing office of elder (presbuteros) in the Jewish “church” system. Also, in
Acts 4, when Peter is on trial before the courts of the Jewish “church,” he addressed them as
“rulers and elders of the people” and stated his case (v. 5). Many other references in Acts could
be cited to support the point that the office of presbuteros (elder) was commonplace in the
Jewish “church” system.5

5

Acts 4:8, 23; 6:12. Cf. Mt. 21:23, etc.
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It seems this office was simply carried over into the structure of the Christian Church. This first
mention of presbuteroi (elders) in reference to a Christian congregation is in Acts 11:30. Agabus,
led by the Spirit, indicated that there would be a famine in Jerusalem, which led to the gathering
of supplies by the Church at Antioch to be sent to the Church at Jerusalem. Paul and Barnabus
were singled out to take the relief supplies “to the elders” (presbuterous) at Jerusalem. In Acts
14, Paul returns through some cities in which people had responded positively to his preaching
and he “appointed elders” (presbuterous) for them in every church (Acts 14:23).6 Of course, the
monumental passage from which the Presbyterian view of Church government is derived — Acts
15 — mentions that the court at Jerusalem consisted of apostles (απόστολος) (apostolos) and
elders (presbuteroi) (Acts 15:2, 4, 6, 22, 23).Especially, notice verse 23, “And they sent this
letter by them, ‘the apostles and the brethren who were elders (or “the elders of the brethren”),
to the brethren in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia who are from the Gentiles, greetings’.” Here,
the decision and concluding dispatch was signed by the “authority figures” of Jerusalem, the
apostles (apostoloi) and the elders (presbuteroi). (cf. Acts 16:4) Other passages could be added
to show that presbuteros was used to designate an office in the Christian Church, however, at
this point, consideration of episkopos and poiman will be undertaken.
The main question to keep in mind is whether these two words are ever used to designate an
office in the Christian Church or simply to refer to a function which men or officers (being
mostly distinguished by some other word) perform as was the case in the Old Testament?
Poiman
Poiman is used seventeen times in the New Testament and only once is it used in reference to an
officer in the Church (Eph. 4:11). In Ephesians 4:11, Paul is telling the Church that Jesus Christ
has just given apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastor-teachers (or pastors (ποιµένας) and
teachers (διδασκάλους), with the word translated “pastors” coming from poiman) for the
equipping of the saints to do the work of the ministry. Most Reformed exegetes would agree the
offices of apostle, prophet, and evangelist 7 , as they existed in the age of continuing “special
revelation,” were primarily limited to that age, while the office of the “pastor-teacher” (or the
office of pastor (poiman) and teacher) is in existence today. The Greek phrase τοὺς δε ̀ ποιµένας
και ̀ διδασκάλους is generally translated as pastor and teacher or better pastor-teacher because
the article τοὺς is understood to encompass both the words simply separated by the conjunction
και ̀. In the case of the words apostle, prophet, and evangelist, each word has its own article, thus
setting each apart as a separate entity. Not so with the pastor (poiman) and teacher
(didaskalos). Yet poiman and didaskalos, while nouns as referring to men, speak more of
functions that officers would perform, as shall be seen by the way the verb forms of the words
are used. Poiman speaks of a shepherd or pastor, one who cares for sheep, while didaskalos
refers to the instructing side of an officer’s duties. Thus, the Old Testament usage of poiman as a
function of an office is carried into the New Testament. The use of the verb form of ποιµήν
(ποιµαίνω) will be studied in more detail later in the article.
Episkopos
The word episkopos is used five times in the New Testament, while it only appears three times in
its verb form. Those five references are worth noting. Acts 20:28 will be studied later. In the
letter Paul wrote to the Church at Philippi, he addresses specifically the overseers (ε͑πισκόποις)
and deacons (διακόνοις) (Phil. 1:1). In this case, ε͑πισκόποις (plural of ε͑πίσκοπος) is used in
Acts 14:19-28. This is the first reference to the appointing of elders (presbuteroi) in churches and it is
quite possible more than one elder was appointed to each congregation.
6

The present author recognizes there has been serious study given to the office of evangelist being present
today by Reformed men in the late twentieth century.
7
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reference to the office which is contrasted with the office of deacon. Since the word ε͑πίσκοπος is
in the plural ε͑πισκόποις, there likely were more than one episkopos (overseer) per Church or
congregation. It is also possible that more than one congregation existed in Philippi, hence more
than one overseer (episkopos) existed in Philippi, yet with there being only one per
congregation.8 Commenting on Philippians 1:1, Lenski says the following about the word
episkopos and how it relates to presbuteros, “Elder expressed the dignity of the office, overseer,
to the work.” 9 In First Timothy 3:2 and Titus 1:7, Paul is discussing the qualifications for the
office of an elder while using the word ε͑πίσκοπος. Paul calls ε͑πίσκοπος an office in First
Timothy 3:2; however, the word may still be said to be a descriptive word showing the work of
the office used in place of the word πρεσβύτερος which specifically speaks of the office itself. The
word is used in First Peter 2:25 in reference to Jesus as being the overseer of the Christian’s life
(ψυχή).
Presbuteros and Episkopos
Before studying the passages which use the various verb forms of these nouns, here are a few
comments concerning the relation of the nouns presbuteros and episkopos from various
sources. Thayer says of presbuteros:
That they did not differ at all from the (episkopoi) bishops or overseers. . . .is evident from the
fact that the two words are used indiscriminately, Actss 20:17, 28; Titus 1:5, 7, and that the duty
of the presbyters is described by the terms of ε͗πισκοπεῖν . . .; accordingly only two ecclesiastical
officers, οι ͑ επίσκοποι οι ͑ διάκονοι are distinguished in Phil. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3:1, 8. The title ε͗πίσκοπος
denotes the function, πρεσβύτερος the dignity. 10
Moulton and Milligan support Hort’s conclusions given in Christian Ecclesia where he shows
the word episkopos as used in the New Testament is not of an office but a function (Phil. 1:1).11
This is the conclusion Beyer reaches in the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. He
notices two uses of the word episkopos. First, he sees it being closely related to the word
poiman, especially as used in Acts 20:28 and 1 Peter 5:2. Second, he sees that the apostles,
prophets, and teachers are never called episkopoi and that it is only used where there are settled,
local congregations. Beyer offers this comment regarding the relationship between presbuteros
and episkopos:

. . . all presbuteroi are called episkopoi not in virtue of their age but of their position and
accreditation. And, in Titus 1:7, where we suddenly have episkopos instead of presbuteros, this
is another proof that the two terms originally referred to the same thing, namely, the guidance

Generally, commentators say there was only one congregation in Philippi. Cf, Lenski, Hendriksen and
Muller.
8

R.C.H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, to the Ephesians and to the
Philippians (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1961).
9

J.H. Thayer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (New York: American Book Company,
1886), 536.
10

J. H. Moulton and G. Milligan, The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1960), 244-245.
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and representation of the congregation and the work of preaching and conduction of worship
when there was no apostle, prophet or teacher present.12
Such comments are contrary to the view held by J.A. and C. Hodge in their respective books,
What is Presbyterian Law as Defined by the Church Courts? and Discussions in Church
Polity.13
When Present Together
Now for a careful look at important passages which use these three words, or two of them
together at the same time. First, Acts 20:17-35, especially verses 17 and 28, where Luke is
recording Paul’s discussion with the Ephesian elders as he addressed them from Miletus. Paul
calls the presbuteroi of the Church to meet him in Miletus. He addresses them as elders
(presbuteroi). Then in verse 28, Paul warns them to be on guard for themselves and all the flock
“among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers (episkopoi), to shepherd (ποιµαίνειν)
the Church of God,. . .” Notice the presbuteroi of verse 17 are now called overseers (episkopoi)
and called to shepherd (poimainein) the Church of God. Here, the words are melted together to
refer to one office and the functions of that office. If in Ephesus there was one congregation,
clearly, it had more than one elder who watched over and shepherded or pastored the flock. If
there were many congregations and one presbuteros was taken from each congregation, then
only one presbuteros is to exist in each congregation and not a session of presbuteroi. It seems
from the account, only one office is meant, and many men of each congregation are involved in
this office, and they each carry out the duties of the office.
The same point may be made from First Peter 5:1-5, if the reading in The Greek New Testament,
edited by Aland, Black, Metzger, and Wikren, may be accepted. In verse 1 Peter addresses the
elders (presbuteroi) and in verse 2 he reminds them of their function. They are to shepherd the
flock of God by taking oversight (ἐπισκοποῦντες) not under compulsion but voluntarily.14 From
these two passages, it is evident that presbuteroi are to oversee (ε͗πικοπεῖν) and shepherd
(ποιµαίνειν). Only one office exists and that is the office of elder according to these key
passages. 15
The final text to be considered, is constantly drawn upon to argue for two offices — pastors and
elders, or teaching elders and ruling elders. That text is First Timothy 5:17. It reads, Let the
elders (presbuteroi) who rule well be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who
work hard at preaching (lit. in word) and teaching. The question is whether this passage by the
phrase those who work hard at preaching and teaching (ESV, NASB)16 intends to constitute a
Beyer, ε͗πισκέπτοµαι, ε͗πισκοπέω, . . . Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel,
Vol. II (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1964), 616 & 617 respectively.
12

J.A. Hodge, What is Presbyterian Law? (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publishing and Sabbath
School Work, 1910). He does this mainly because the Church of Scotland did, 45ff. Charles Hodge,
Discussions in Church Polity, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1878), 128-133, 262-271. C. Hodge
debates Dr. Thornwell who, in this writer’s opinion, had the more Biblical view.
13

The Greek phrase is ποιµάντατε τὸ ἐν ὑµιν µοιίµνιον τοῦ θεοῦ ἐπισκοποῦντες µὴ α͗ ναγκαστῶς α͗ λλὰ
θεον … ; and codices A, P, Ψ, Χ etc. support this reading.
14

There are two offices, elder and deacon. By saying there is one office in this context, the author is
pointing out there is not the office of pastor (poiman) and the office of elder (presbuteros).
15

Exegetical work needs to be done on the phrase ε͗ν λόγω͕ διδασκαλία͕ . Possibly due to the translation of
λόγος and διδαλασκαλία as verbal nouns some want to read two offices into this passage. Basically, the
verse may be referring to men who study the Bible and teach as being worthy of more intensified honor.
16
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separate office? Is it proper to construe from this text that two offices exist – those of ruling and
teaching elders? Who is worthy of double honor? The passage says the presbuteros who rules
well is worthy of double honor. What is meant is elders who rule well are to be held in honor.
Now, this honor is intensified in the case of those who labor in preaching and teaching. Both
receive double honor with intensification of honor for the laborer because of the intensification
of function.17 It would be on weak ground to seek to defend the idea of two offices existing from
this verse when it is compared with all the above-mentioned verses.
This paper has sought to show that there are two offices in the Church, that of elder
(presbuteros) and deacon. In the office of elder, there are various functions to perform:
oversight (episkopos) and pastoring (poiman) are just two, while, to labor in word and doctrine
is another function, as is ruling. Not everyone in the eldership can teach, visit, counsel, or
preach at the same time to the same people, so different elders are assigned various tasks in
accordance with their gifts, time, and desires. The qualifications for the eldership are given in
First Timothy and Titus, so that a congregation will use them as a guideline, when electing
officers from their midst.
Practical Considerations
Here are some practical applications derived from the fact that the eldership consists of many
functions within the one office of an elder.
First, it seems all the elders (presbuteroi) should be chosen by the congregation (Acts 13:1-3).
Elders will be elected according to the qualifications for the office being exhibited in their lives.
Also, elders will be elected according to the gifts granted them by the Spirit to function as an
elder. Generally, we speak of those elders who labor in word and teaching as being teaching
elders. Similarly, those who rule well are designated ruling elders. As congregants observe the
lives of the men within the congregation, they have the advantage of watching the men grow up
among them. Our practice is, when we believe a man in the congregation is suited to be a
teaching elder, the session requests the presbytery take the young man under care and begin a
formal theological process of training him for the Gospel Ministry. Those men who do not
manifest such giftedness, while manifesting the qualifications of an elder, are called upon by the
congregants to be set apart to the eldership with the primary responsibility of ruling. Therefore,
when a congregation is called upon to elect an elder given to word and teaching, they need to be
sure they desire to be fed week-by-week from the pulpit by that man. When a congregation is
called upon to elect an elder given to rule, they need to be sure they desire to be overseen by that
man.
Second, from our consideration of the functions of elders, perhaps we should consider the
adjective we assign to the man. Is this elder one who teaches and preaches? Is this elder one who
rules and shepherds? Yes, the primary distinction between elders when it comes to function is
that of teaching and preaching and ruling and shepherding. Look at Ephesians 4:11 again: And
God gave some apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers. The two
officers designated are performing the functions of pastoring and teaching. From First Timothy
5:17 the two distinctions are ruling and laboring in word and teaching. This being the case, why
do we refer to the elder who preaches regularly as pastor? Yes, the preacher/minister of the
Gospel shepherds the flock as he expounds the Word of God each Lord’s Day and he may
shepherd the sheep throughout the week as needed; however, is it not more biblical to
understand the ruling elder is also known as the shepherding elder? A practical outworking of
this distinction between the teaching and preaching elder and the ruling and shepherding elder
might manifest itself by dividing the members of the congregation into shepherding groups with
Robert Malarkey in an unpublished paper for the Orthodox Presbyterian Church Committee on Church
Government.
17
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each of the shepherding elders (I use shepherding in the place of ruling which we normally do,
to make the point, the Bible seems to divide the eldership into two primary functions). We are
accustomed to speaking of teaching and ruling as the distinguishing features of our elders.
What happens if we begin speaking of preaching and shepherding elders? If a congregation is
divided into shepherding groups, the shepherding elder who oversees “his” group will build
deep relationships with those in his flock. He becomes the elder who is called when a crisis
befalls a family in his shepherding group. When this becomes the case, when there is an election
of the traditionally named ruling elder, more care will be given to calling those men from whom
the congregants will seek counsel – shepherding.
As an interim moderator of a session, after the congregation’s teaching elder had been called by
another congregation, it has become apparent how important this aspect of the eldership is. As
an interim moderator who lives three hours away, it is very difficult to be the primary pastoring
elder also. If the ruling elders are committed to faithfully overseeing the congregation (and
specifically those in his shepherding group), an interim moderator (teaching/preaching elder)
will not have to “get up to speed” with the congregants immediately to be a knowledgeable
shepherding elder.
As we consider the matter of parity of elders; i.e. one office with two primary functions, other
questions arise for consideration. The Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America has
taken the step of requiring teaching elders to be communicant members of the local
congregation where he ministers the Word and sacraments. When the Apostle Paul sent Titus to
Crete to set things in order by appointing elders, one is hard pressed to find the practice of
teaching elders being communicant members of a presbytery. Certainly, if teaching elders are to
be admitted as such by a presbytery, it makes sense the credentials of the teaching elder reside
with presbytery.
Perhaps, by emphasizing the parity of the teaching and the ruling elders, because ALL elders are
to be able to teach, the pastoring elders will oversee the preaching of the preaching elder more
carefully. Simply because the preaching elder has been seminary or theological hall educated,
does not make him superior in knowledge of the Bible. Sessions might spend time together
deciding which book of the Bible needs to be preached based on the needs of the congregation as
reported by the shepherding elders’ assessment of the spiritual well-being of the saints. Some
teaching/preaching elders have men (ruling elders and others) with whom he meets regularly
each week to go over forthcoming sermons to be preached.
Often as I have considered the period of the society meetings, I have wondered why in the
absence of teaching elders, the ruling elders were not permitted to administer the sacraments.
As I think of the length of time between partaking of the Lord’s Supper until a teaching elder
was on site, I am grieved the means of grace enjoyed by observing the sacrament was absent.
When children were born, surely a shepherding elder, if present, would be able to baptize the
covenant child. Think of the benedictions the people of God missed because it was not thought
an overseeing elder should pronounce God’s blessing upon the congregated saints for worship.
Yes, the minister is called upon to open the Word and administer the sacrament. Why? Because,
rightly, the Word preached and the sacraments go together; but, does that mean the one who
exposits the Word is the only elder who can administer the sacraments? A shepherding/ruling
elder may teach prior to administering the sacraments, as all elders must be able to teach. If the
shepherding/ruling elder is uncomfortable expositing the Word, there are published sermons to
be read before the sacraments are administered. Certainly, I am writing of extraordinary times,
which the Confession mentions and offers counsel.
It is a common practice for a session to be moderated by the teaching elder installed in a given
congregation. Why is the teaching elder, the only one thought able to moderate the session? The
higher courts have enjoyed moderation by ruling elders, at least on occasion. It seems
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counterintuitive to maintain the practice of preaching elders moderating courts instead of
ruling elders, does it not?
Another practice which comes to mind with respect to practicing parity of elders is delegation to
higher courts. Why is it that as the clerk of presbytery or synod, calls the roll, he automatically
calls the teaching elder of each congregation and then the name of the delegated ruling elder?
Yes, delegates to the higher courts are to be certified; however, when a session fails to send in
the certificates, the clerk, it seems to this author, should call the name of the teaching elder of
the session, and if he is not present, proceed to call the names of the shepherding elders on the
roster of a given session to learn if there are two delegates present. I say two delegates because
in the RPCNA each congregation is permitted two delegates in attendance and one more if there
are more than one hundred members in the congregation.
Questions arise when ordination is being considered if a man who has been ordained in a
congregation as an elder whose primary function is overseeing, pastoring, ruling. Yes, it does
appear strange to list pastoring as one of the primary functions of the congregational elder we
typically designate as the ruling elder, but from the study presented of the use of the words
associated with the eldership, pastoring elder fits. Is such a man, if he is certified by a
Presbytery to receive a call to be a teaching/preaching elder, to be ordained again when a
congregation calls him to minister in Word and Sacraments as their teaching elder? Dr. Wayne
Spear understands the Westminster Divines understood ordination to be to a function.18 If they
are correct, clearly a man is ordained to the primary function of either teaching or ruling as we
traditionally speak of elders in a congregation. This author is of the opinion that ordination is to
office, not function. When Paul left Titus in Crete to set in order what remained, Titus was to
appoint elders. It seems the men who met the qualifications to be elders would have been
ordained as elders. Of course, we do not know how many of those elders served primarily in
Word and Sacraments (teaching/preaching – laboring in Word and teaching) and how many
served primarily in overseeing, ruling, pastoring. Of late, in the RPCNA when men have been
called as teaching elders, if they have served as ruling elders, they are not necessarily ordained
when becoming a teaching elder; though some have questioned this practice of not ordaining
these men because they are changing their primary function. However, this author does not
know of any teaching elder who has retired from serving as a teaching elder being called by a
congregation to serve as a ruling elder, being ordained again. If this is universally the case, why
so? Is there an implied hierarchy if the practice is to ordain a second time ruling elders who
become teaching elders, but not to ordain a second time teaching elders if they become ruling
elders?
One final observation to be considered is over the use of the title “Pastor.” Since the Biblical
teaching is for the parity of elders with two primary functions; those functions being teaching/
preaching and overseeing, ruling, shepherding, why are we prone to refer to the teaching elder
as the Pastor? Fundamentally, based on Ephesians 4:11 where the two primary functions are
shepherding and teaching (ποιµένας και ̀ διδασκάλους) and First Timothy 5:17 where the two
primary functions are ruling (προεστῶτες) and laboring in Word and teaching (κοπιῶεν λόγω̹
και ̀ διδασκαλία̹ ), it makes sense the function pairings should be that of shepherding/ruling and
teaching/laboring in Word and teaching. We have ministers of the Word and sacraments, and
shepherds of the sheep.
It is the author’s prayer that food for thought has been provided for the glory of God and the
growth of Jesus Church.

Wayne R. Spear, Covenanted Uniformity in Religion: The Influence of the Scottish Commissioners
upon the Ecclesiology of the Westminster Assembly (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2013).
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In the reformed and evangelical world, very little has been written on the topic of self-harm,
which is often referred to as “cutting” in common parlance. If secular research and statistics are
correct, more than merely a dearth of literature exists. Moreover, in our churches, little is being
done to help silent-sufferers of self-harm who may be more prevalent than we would care to
think. Should the church be content with popular-level booklets lying around in a narthex
display, available for the struggling teenage young woman to pick up if she is so motivated? Or,
should our churches be better equipped at providing thoroughly Biblical counsel to those in our
midst battling the temptation of intentionally damaging their bodies? This article will seek to
provide genuine aids to those struggling with self-harm, or more precisely, counseling
practitioners seeking to help those fighting such behavioral patterns. To begin, this article must
define and document self-harm, its prevalence, and the multifactorial motives behind this
behavior. In transitioning to the Biblical data, however, these questions must be answered: Does
the Bible have any concept of these behaviors? And if so, does Scripture provide any spiritual
solutions to self-harm? Finally, the Book of Psalms will be considered as a starting point in
applying the balm of Scripture to the spiritual wounds of those dealing with self-harm.
Ultimately, this article seeks to address how the Psalms speak to the particular challenge of selfharm.
Self-Harm Defined
The terminology employed henceforth, will be that of “self-harm” and not “cutting”. The
rationale for such a word choice is likely self-evident; however, as the contrast certainly points
out, self-harm is a broader category than merely cutting. Self-harm speaks of many possible
modalities for damaging oneself, such as biting, burning, scraping, harming with acid,
preventing wounds from healing, pinching, banging one’s head, rubbing, and cutting.1 Even this
list of deliberate tissue damage is not exhaustive; thus, the category of self-harm is a helpful
catchall for the type of behavior considered in this paper. Cutting is perhaps the most prevalent
synonym applied to intentional bodily harm at the popular level, and therefore, it is likely to be
the most well-known in our church communities. Pragmatically, while there is some sense to
employing the popular designation, for obvious purposes of precision, the broader, more
accurate designator of self-harm will be used throughout.
Although the label has been used considerably above, it will be helpful to explicitly define our
terminology. Self-harm, or nonsuicidal self-injury, is defined as the deliberate, self-inflicted
destruction of body tissue without suicidal intent and for purposes not socially sanctioned,
Shane Latimer, Tanya Meade, and Alan Tennant, “Measuring Engagement in Deliberate Self-Harm
Behaviours: Psychometric Evaluation of Six Scales,” BMC Psychiatry 13, no. 1 (April 2013): 7.
1
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including behaviors such as cutting, burning, self-bruising, or even breaking bones.2 The
International Society for the Study of Self-Injury’s definition points us in a limiting direction
when considering this topic. So, this article will not discuss suicide attempts, suicidal
tendencies, or suicide itself. Instead, parasuicide, at most, is within the purview of the present
study.
Suicidality & Parasuicide
Researchers categorize the injury we are discussing as non-suicidal, to narrow the behavioral
focus and deal with a more specific subset of struggles.3 It is apparent that presently tackling all
suicide attempts and harmful behavior would be overly broad and unwieldy to address.
Therefore, we are limiting our discussion to non-suicidal self-injury. Such limitations, however,
do not indicate that those self-harming behaviors are disconnected or unassociated with
suicidality (those who are suicidally inclined/have suicidal thoughts and tendencies) or
parasuicide (self-injury where no serious threat of suicide is possible, yet maybe a repeated part
of suicidal persistence).4 The distinction, then, between self-harm and suicide attempts is one of
aim. Suicide involves the deliberate pursuit of death, whereas non-suicidal self-injury is nonlethal in nature.5 Motivations behind nonsuicidal self-injury will be briefly considered below,
but at this point, it will suffice to acknowledge that suicidality may be an underlying component
of self-harm, though we are singularly considering harm to oneself that does not have the aim of
death.
Prevalence & Risk
While preliminary matters of defining terms and establishing the boundaries under
consideration are still before us, the prevalence of self-harm and those particularly at risk for
such behaviors should be delineated at present. It may be thought that self-harm is uncommon,
perhaps due to personal experience with such behaviors, or lack thereof. If only a handful of
strugglers with self-harm are known, then we may conclude that nonsuicidal self-injury is quite
rare. Estimates, however, generally indicate that about 12-24% of adolescents and young adults
have engaged in self-injury,6 and 7% of adolescents and young adults report current and ongoing
self-injury.7 Such behaviors typically manifest themselves in adolescents of fourteen years of
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age, on average.8 Additionally, though studies are mixed, it appears that young women are most
at risk for engaging in self-injury. 9
If the above findings and statistics are congruent with reality, then nearly one-fourth of the
teens and young adults in our churches have faced personal battles with self-harm, and perhaps
as many as one out of every fourteen young people in our churches are currently struggling with
these temptations. If we consider only females, the prevalence could be as high as nearly one out
of every two teenage or young adult women in our congregations!10 So far as these statistics are
representative of the truth, the issue of self-harm cannot be overlooked, not even in the
Christian community.
Self-Harm, A New Problem?
Having established what is in consideration under the heading of self-harm, and having a
general grasp of the prevalence of self-harm, one might ask whether such a study is relevant for
today. Talk of “cutting” may have crossed the threshold of public discourse about a decade ago,
and may no longer be in vogue as a counseling topic. Alternatively, self-injurious behaviors may
be viewed as merely a modern and western phenomenon, and therefore passing from practice
and soon to be passé.
Although some reports seem to suggest there has been a rise in self-harm in recent years,11 a
summary of the available studies indicates that nonsuicidal self-injury is statistically consistent
in prevalence and across various nations.12 These data would point to self-harm being an
ongoing issue and not a hot-button topic of the last decade, soon to fade out of the
consciousness of western counselors, pastors, parishioners, and therefore out of our churches,
by and large. Additionally, since self-harm is not merely a western, or United States
phenomenon, secular and scientific research is preliminarily concluding that such behaviors are
here to stay, and must, in some sense, be part of our fallen human condition if it spans
generations and cultures. If this final point is the case, would not self-harm be found in the
Scriptures? It is to this point that we next turn our attention.
Self-Harm, A Biblical Category?
Secular literature and scientific inquiry certainly have their place and have been useful thus far
in the discussion in establishing the seriousness of the problem before us. But, do the Scriptures
have a category for, or an awareness of, such behavior as self-harm, or is this, exclusively a
E. D. Klonsky, “Non-Suicidal Self-Injury in United States Adults: Prevalence, Sociodemographics,
Topography and Functions,” Psychological Medicine 41, no. 9 (September 2011): 1981–1986.
8
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(October 2015): 401–413. And Stig Söderberg et al., “Childhood Sexual Abuse Predicts Poor Outcome
Seven Years after Parasuicide,” Social Psychiatry & Psychiatric Epidemiology 39, no. 11 (November
2004): 916–920.
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“secular” concept? While the following list is not exhaustive, it is representative of the Biblical
data. We will consider the demoniac of Mark 5, the demon-tormented young person of Mark 9,
and the various pagan practices involving self-harm (Leviticus 19 and 1 Kings 18).
The Demoniac
In Mark 5:1-20 (cf. Luke 8:26-39), Jesus is described as confronting a man possessed by a legion
of demons, who has been granted seemingly supernatural strength and the obvious tendency to
harm himself. The text indicates that the self-injury was ongoing and consistent, and is explicitly
described as “cutting himself with stones” (Mark 5:5 NKJV). Somewhat interestingly, such a
mode of harming oneself is cited in various studies as a common practice of nonsuicidal selfinjury.13 Although the presence of demons in this passage complicates matters, revealing the
complexity of motivation and causality, the Scriptures evidently display here a concept of
nonsuicidal self-harm.
The Demon-Possessed Boy
Secondly, another demon-possessed individual comes into contact with Jesus in Mark 9:14-29.
In this instance, the one possessed is a boy of an uncertain age, who had been plagued by an
injurious demon from childhood (Mark 9:21). The historical narrative begins with the
information that the lad is “thrown down”, "gnashes his teeth”, and “becomes rigid” (Mark
9:18).14 Yet the account of the son’s self-harming behaviors does not end there. Verse 22 of the
passage indicates that the boy is thrown into fire and water; an action that would certainly
appear to be self-injurious, to say the least.
Paganism
Perhaps the clearest expression of intentional self-harm is found in the various descriptions of
pagan behavior in the Bible. Leviticus 19:28 explicitly mentions making “cuttings in your flesh”.
The passage goes on to specify that the practice was “for the dead”, almost certainly grounding
self-harm in a pagan ritual or ancestry worship of some kind. Seeing as the majority of chapter
19 in Leviticus deals with the Israelites’ ceremonial separation from the surrounding pagan
world, it would only follow that verse 28 is also such a separatistic command of holiness.
The other explicit reference to nonsuicidal self-injury in pagan worship practice is found in 1
Kings 18:28. The larger context is Elijah’s confrontation with the Baal prophets of 1 Kings
18:20-40. In verse 28, the Baal worshipers are growing increasingly incensed that their god is
unable or unwilling to engulf an altar in fire, and so, they begin to “cut themselves … with knives
and lances, until the blood gushed out on them” (NKJV). The text leaves no question as to the
nature of their self-harm, although the motives are not necessarily the same ones in the purview
of our present study. More striking still, the text also states that such behavior “was their
custom” (1 Kings 18:28 NKJV). While t the Bible may be speaking about the custom of only
these particular Baal prophets, it is altogether more likely that such was the custom of a number
of pagan worshipers.
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Behaviours: Psychometric Evaluation of Six Scales,” BMC Psychiatry 13, no. 1 (April 2013): 1–11.
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Connections to the Image of God in Man?
Having arrived at this point in our consideration of the Biblical data, perhaps the case could rest.
To the question, “do the Scriptures have a category of self-harm within their pages?” the answer
thus far is a resounding “Yes!” Nonetheless, further examples help round out the Bible’s
perspective on self-injurious behavior.
In a recent and well-argued book, Love Thy Body: Answering Hard Questions about Life and
Sexuality, author Nancy R. Pearcey connects hatred for one’s body with opposition to the image
of God in man.15 Genesis 1:26 proclaims to the world that all persons are created in the image of
God, and this creation of humanity involves enfleshed bodies. 16 The good and necessary
consequence of such a Biblical anthropology, then, would mean that self-harm (among so many
other practices in our fallen world) is oppositional to the imago Dei. Such a hermeneutic is
furthered by a well-rounded interpretation of Romans 1:18, which states that ungodly, rebelling
human beings “suppress the truth [of God] in unrighteousness”, part of which would certainly
include the image of God inherent to the creational order of humanity.
Furthermore, in Ephesians 5, the Apostle Paul is dealing with the marriage relationship, and
how it is a living metaphor of the Gospel relationship of Christ and the church. In the midst of
this discussion, in verse 29, Paul states that “no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and
cherishes it, just as the Lord does the church” (NKJV). While the context is unrelated to the
present discussion, Paul is stating a universal truth to make a separate point. The universal truth
is : every person loves and cares for his own body and does not hatefully harm it. Is this notion
merely a recognition of normalcy, or, is the Apostle indicating that desire for self-harm must be
alien to the (typical) human condition? While verse 29 is most likely addressing the natural
course of the individual caring for his own body, more thought and exploration ought to be given
to the ramifications of the Apostle Paul’s aphorism here. Fundamentally, however, it can be
concluded the Bible recognizes acting hatefully toward one’s own body as contrary to the light of
nature, in which category, self-harm would unquestionably fall (i.e., it is contrary to the natural
order itself).
More could be said at this point about the Biblical data, especially on the topic of proper
treatment of one’s body (e.g., 1 Corinthians 6:19-20), but the question before us has been solidly
answered. Scripture, both directly and indirectly, addresses the matter of self-injury and has an
operating category of such behavior. It is also important to note that this brief and noncomprehensive exploration of the Bible on this topic has already begun to direct our attention to
the various motivations that may be behind self-injurious actions. In the short survey above,
supernatural influences, false beliefs, antitheses to the image of God in man, abnormalities or
deviations from norms, ungodliness, and dishonoring God have already been cursorily observed.
Never could this list be regarded as all-inclusive, but it does rightly raise the matter of multiple
motivations behind self-harming practices. This theme deserves attention now.
Motives Behind Self-Harm
From the above exploration of the Bible itself, multiple motivations behind self-harming
behaviors have already begun to emerge, but it would be useful to determine some additional
motivating factors behind the practice, if we are to explore ways the Bible speaks to these
matters of the heart. To this end, secular studies can be useful when discussing “what is” — mere
observation of reality. It is not shocking that depressive thoughts and emotions are associated
Nancy R. Pearcey, Love Thy Body: Answering Hard Questions about Life and Sexuality (Grand
Rapids: Baker Books, 2018). 32-33, 46.
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with self-harm. 17 Studies indicate that those who have depressive symptoms are four times as
likely to engage in self-injury than those who do not experience the same emotional symptoms.18
What is surprising, perhaps, is the further complicating factor of difficulty expressing emotions
to others, especially positive emotions.19 Those who experience depressive emotions, but are
able to express those emotions to others, have a much lower likelihood to engage in selfmutilation. Suicidal tendencies, suicidal-ideation, and suicidality are additionally strong
correlate for those who practice self-harm.20 As discussed above under the term “parasuicide”,
in these cases, self-injury may be recurring and mounting attempts toward actual suicide. Thus,
suicide may be an underlying motivational factor in those practicing self-harm.
The historical component of sexual assault is also strongly correlated with nonsuicidal selfinjury.21 Sexual abuse is a very serious and jarring experience, contributing to anxiety,
depression, a poor view of oneself, and suicidal behaviors in those who have been made to
endure such an experience or experiences.22 Those who have undergone such a detrimental
history, especially in childhood or as a young adult, were much more likely to resort to selfinjurious behavior as a coping strategy or emotional release and expression.23 Although sexual
abuse in one’s history is not causally connected to self-harm, turning to self-harm as a form of
relief or escape from past memories or emotions that still plague the sufferer may be taking
place.
Picking up on the slightly noticeable theme of “communication,” which we are beginning to see
manifested in secular theorizing about motivations in self-harm, some researchers believe the
act of self-harm itself is an attempt at communication.24 When adolescents and young adults
struggle to communicate with those around them or to express emotions, impulsive self-injury
may be a means of “crying out”.25 This line of reasoning was corroborated by a personal
interview conducted with a Christian young woman from the congregation in which I served.26
“Sonya,” as she will be referred to in this paper, is a professing believer in the Lord Jesus Christ,
has grown up in the church, having been raised in a godly home, and though she has personally
been walking with the Lord for many years, has struggled with self-injurious behaviors since
early adolescence. Sonya stated, besides emotional expressions of anger or depression or
Colleen McClain Jacobson et al., “The Association of Interpersonal and Intrapersonal Emotional
Experiences with Non-Suicidal Self-Injury in Young Adults,” Archives of Suicide Research 19, no. 4
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depressive thoughts, that she would regularly employ self-harm as a means of crying out.27 She
saw nonsuicidal self-injury as a way to gain the attention of friends and family members and
control over her ever-spiraling, out-of-control life, and as a means of manipulating those around
her to her desired ends.28 While this autobiographical interpretation of self-harm may
complicate matters, adding to the myriad motivations behind this practice, Sonya’s description
serves to once again focus us upon self-harmers' desire to communicate. In her case, there was
the desire for communicating her emotions and her need for caring and compassionate
attention. Researchers have noted that motivations behind self-harm are typically along these
lines of interpersonal and intrapersonal communication. 29
At the risk of belaboring the discussion of multifactorial motivations in self-harm and the points
already made above, it should be noted that emotional escapism is also thought to play a
significant role. In a 2004 study, Nock and Prinstein conclude that adolescents “often” engage in
self-harm out of a desire to escape adverse emotions and emotional states.30 Once again, the
connection with emotions, emotional expression, and the desire to communicate one’s emotions
is before us. Of course, more time could be spent trotting out the motivations driving self-injury,
but what has been examined thus far should be sufficient for the present purposes. At the least,
it has been shown that self-harm carries an emotional purpose and a communicative purpose,
and likely many times, those two motivations are aligned, or even one and the same. As a
Biblical corrective approach is considered below, let us remember the self-injurer’s desire to
express themselves and to do so in a way that others might respond in empathy.
Counseling Self-Harm from the Psalms
Having accomplished all of our preliminary considerations: defining self-harm, assessing its
prevalence, establishing the multicultural and diachronic problem, demonstrating self-harm as
a Biblical concept, and having arrived at a number of underlying motivations for self-harm,
“treatment” of self-harm must be explored. While secular sources on the topic of treatment
might be consulted, even if only as an overview of the available literature and the secular
recommendations for providing care to strugglers, the aim here is to provide pastors, Biblical
counselors, and Christian caregivers greater tools in accessing and using our God-given
resources in the Scriptures when supporting those engaging in self-injury. Therefore, let us lay
hold of the all-sufficient Scriptures themselves as we take up a therapeutic approach to selfharm.
Many passages in the Bible could be considered when dealing with God’s image-bearers
harming their God-given bodies. Some examples include inferences drawn from: 1 Timothy 4:8,
the benefit of the physical care of oneself; Romans 12:1-2 and Romans 6:12-14, the need to use
our bodies in reverent ways; 1 Corinthians 10:31, all physical activity must glorify God;
Ephesians 2:10, as enfleshed-souls, we are God’s workmanship created to do good; and 1
Corinthians 6:18, sin done in and with the body is more grievous and is against one’s own body.
However, there is an entire book of the Bible, given for emotional expression and crying out to
the Lord for empathetic help and care. This book is none other than the Book of Psalms.
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The Purpose of the Psalms
Individual verses and citations from the Book of Psalms could be brought forth as proof-text
responses to self-harm, but a more holistic approach to the Psalter must be sought. This is
because the Psalms have been given by God as praise; man’s expression back to God. Along
these very lines, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German theologian, once asked of the book of Psalms:
How did these words which men sang to God come to be regarded as words from God to man?31
In other words, why are the Psalms studied like every other book of the Bible, when they have
been given as expressions of our heart back to our Creator and Redeemer? It has been pointed
out that we righty read sixty-five of the Bible’s sixty-six books as God speaking to us, but the
Book of Psalms alone is composed of collections of songs from men to God.32 This fact, of
course, does not mean that the Psalms are uninspired words. Instead, it simply means that the
Psalter is uniquely designed as expressions of our words to God.33 As such, we will presently
seek to employ these Psalms as God originally intended it: self-expression unto him.
Such a concept can also be seen from the inscriptions, or headings, of the Psalms themselves.
These “inscriptions” or “headings” are not the English editors’ summary additions before the
Biblical passages, like for instance “The Way of the Righteous and the End of the Ungodly”,
Psalm 1 NKJV. Instead, these inscriptions or headings are in the actual inspired Biblical text
itself where the compiler’s authoritatively added headings immediately precede the poems
themselves such as “A Psalm of David when he fled from Absalom, his son”, (Psalm 3:1 NKJV).
These inscriptions throughout the Book of Psalms indicate the intended use of the Psalter:
worship. Many of these Psalm headings, fifty-four to be exact, instruct the reader that these
songs are to be used in praise and worship of God (see the phrase “To the Chief Musician”).
Other inscriptions specify that these songs were “praise,” or “songs” to God, or should be sung to
a particular tune (e.g., Psalm 22:1), and even the meaning of the word “Psalm” itself is a holy
song. All of these facts point us to the necessary conclusion that we are to use the Psalms as an
expression of ourselves to God. This point is significant because it reorients our entire approach
to the Psalter.
Emotional expression in the Psalms
Everyone loves a good song. Songs do something to us. They move us, they evoke emotions, they
allow us to express our own hearts, in music and in verse. This influence is true of the songs of
the Bible as well. Not only are they given by inspiration (1 Timothy 3:16), they are given as
emotional outlets of our soul (e.g. Psalm 4:7; 5:1-2, 11; 144:9, 15; 145:1, 21, as a random sampling
from beginning to end of the Psalter shows). John Calvin, commenting on the Psalms as a whole
goes so far as to say that they are an entire “anatomy of all the parts of the soul” because he says:
… there is not an emotion of which any one can be conscious that is not here represented as in a
mirror. Or rather, the Holy Spirit has here drawn to the life all the griefs, sorrows, fears, doubts,
hopes, cares, perplexities, in short, all the distracting emotions with which the minds of men are
wont to be agitated. 34
John Calvin assuredly was not the only, and by no means, the first, to point out such an
understanding of the Book of Psalms. As early as the 300s, Athanasius of Alexandria recognized
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that the Psalms are used in a special way in the life of the believer when he said, the Psalter “has
this peculiar marvel of its own, that within it are represented and portrayed in all their great
variety the movements of the human soul.”35
We do not have to take the word of commentators to know the multiplicity of emotions and
experiences which the Psalms express; all we have to do is pick up the Book for ourselves to see
its rich diversity and depth. There are Psalms of sorrow and suffering, anguish and fear, grief
and opposition, joys and delights. Psalms are full of honest confessions, straightforward doubts,
impoverished laments, and strong curses. In the Psalter, we take upon our lips divinely inspired
words of contrition, confession, and repentance. We speak of enraptured jubilation at our God
and His salvation to us, we rejoice in his mercies and grace, and we cry out in thanksgiving as
well as heartache. A cursory reading of the 150 Psalms should be enough to produce agreement
with Calvin and Athanasius’ perspective of the Psalter; that in this divinely given book,
humanity can fully express the breadth and depth of the human heart and experience.
After all of this effort to radically reorient our understanding of the Psalter, it may be wondered:
what do any of the observations have to do with counseling those engaging in self-harm? One
would only have to think back to the motivations behind self-harm to see how the Psalter can be
the beginnings of a solution. Many engaging in acts of self-mutilation point out either the
inability to express emotions or the desire for emotional expression. If the Psalms have been
given by God as mankind’s rightful offering of our passions and feelings unto God, could the
counselee not benefit from such a gift? The value of God’s word is infinite and exhaustive, and
the Psalms are the indispensable portion of God’s word that we are to take up as the full
expression of our human condition. The groanings, anguish, and sin-struggles present in the
Psalter, are not the distant moans of the psalmists. As we use the Psalter for its God-intended
purpose, the groanings become our groanings, the anguish our anguish, and the sin-struggles
our personal battle with our sins.
As an aside, the above discussion could perhaps be responded to by saying the Psalms may have
at one time been given for singing to the Old Testament saints, but surely such a notion of
singing the Psalms does not continue today. To this response, a simple reading of two New
Testament passages is all that would be necessary by way of action. Paul in Ephesians 5:19 and
Colossians 3:16 commands the ongoing singing of Psalms. In both instances, Psalms are
explicitly mentioned, as is the command of singing. Therefore, the New Testament at least
expects the ongoing use of the Psalms as melodic and musical expressions of our hearts to God.
For the counselee to apprehend this incredible resource in expressing the fullbreadth of
emotions through the Psalter, a large victory will have been won in removing one of the
motivational pillars of self-harm. For a self-injuring individual to seek better emotional
expressions than damaging their body, will be on far firmer ground than if they are left without
the Psalter. Let us have our struggling congregants take up the inspired songbook and pour out
their souls to the God who perfectly knows our sorrows (Isaiah 53:3), sympathizes with our
experience in every way (Hebrews 4:15), and has perfectly composed the Psalms as an inspired
expression of the souls he himself created.
The Psalms as “Medicine”
Modern songs are used as an expressive medium, as touched upon above. And the Psalms are an
appropriate expression of our hearts, as has been established. But the Psalms do more and are
more than mere expressions. The Psalms shape us. Psalm 119:105 is a verse that demonstrates
this point: “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path” (NKJV). The Bible, perhaps
“The Letter of St. Athanasius to Marcellinus on the Interpretation of the Psalms,” accessed March 30,
2020, http://www.athanasius.com/psalms/aletterm.htm.
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most specifically in the mind of the psalmist here, the Psalms lead and guide us on the right
path. Additionally, 1 Timothy 3:16 reveals that all of Scripture has this life-transforming and
God-conforming purpose. The Psalms as praise, song, and emotional expression fall under the
Apostle Paul’s treatment in that verse. For in that verse, the Apostle assuredly had the whole Old
Testament in his mind when he penned those words to Timothy. After all, the New Testament
had not been written, or at minimum, not fully written yet.
Gregory of Nyssa (c. 350) specifically sees the Book of Psalms as the portion of the Bible that
sanctifies us, that conforms us to the good and the beautiful that God designed us to be.36 In
other words, the Psalter is ordered and structured in such a way as to lead us on the path of
sanctification, to conform us more to the mind of Christ. Gregory, along with other Early Church
Fathers of his time, saw the Psalter not as a textbook on spiritual medicine, but as spiritual
medicine itself!37 It should not be too hard to examine the Psalms to see how they accomplish
this purpose as well.
The typical flow of each Biblical song is to lead the reader and singer from a perspective of self, a
view of pain and suffering, to that of heavenward thoughts. The Psalms orient our minds in the
proper direction. Take, for instance, the great Psalm of doubt and wrestling with unbelief: Psalm
73. Here Asaph is deeply shaken and thinking in the depths of his struggle (verse 2). He
confesses his sinful and erroneous thinking as he examines the plight of the righteous compared
with the plight of the wicked (verse 3-14). Asaph even knows that such a perspective is harmful
to himself and his fellow people of God (verse 15-16). The Psalm does not leave the singer in the
slough of despond, however, and begins to lead us up from a perspective of doubt and misery.
Asaph remembers the ultimate end of the righteous and the wicked (verse 17-20). In
apprehending this truth, the Psalmist continues on his corrective path, recognizing that he was
foolish to think the way he did, and that, even in his doubts and disbelief, God was holding and
guiding him, not allowing him to stumble irreparably (verse 21-26). The Psalm, having walked
the reader who is struggling deeply with a wavering faith through despair, and onto a firm
foundation, the Psalm ends with eruptive faith and confidence in God (verse 25-28).
One further example should serve to adequately establish this point of the Psalms conforming us
to the pattern and design of God. Psalm 51 is the renowned Psalm of repentance after David
committed adultery with Bathsheba. While the story itself may not resonate with the modern
reader or singer of this Psalm, it is important to note that it exemplifies the universal experience
of guilt and shame over sin and the desperate need for cleansing. The psalmist begins by
requesting mercy according to God’s covenant faithfulness, to purify and cleanse him from sin
out of God’s gracious provision alone (verse 1-2). The Psalm does not claim a right to such
forgiveness or innocency, but fully owns the sin committed against God (verse 3-4). If our sin
were not enough to separate us from God and deserve condemnation, we next confess our sin
nature itself — we sin, but we are also sinners (verse 5-6). 38 The request for cleansing continues,
but in a slightly different vein than before. Now we are acknowledging that there is no provided
sacrifice for our sin. There is no simple offering able to be made that expiation could be
accomplished. Instead, the depth of our sin is deserving of death, separation from God, rejection
by the Holy Spirit, and a joyless life (verse 7-12). But, oh, that God would forgive sin! The reason
given is interesting: that we may be able to teach others, see unbelievers converted, that we
might be free from having the blood of others on our hands for not warning, and that we might
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show others the rightful praise of God (verse 13-15).39 The Psalm does not permit us to ask
selfishly for forgiveness, sake, but to be useful to the kingdom of Christ once again! That is, after
all, where the Psalm concludes (verse 18-19) — in God forgiving us and restoring us, that the
people of God would be built up, and the sin of the individual will not be brought to bear on the
larger assembly.
Can it not be seen how the typical pattern of the Psalms40 leads us through the difficulties of life,
and reorient our perspectives in a Godward direction? Surely, there are Psalms that are entirely
“upward” in their direction (e.g., Psalm 150), but those that express the depths of the human
heart, shape us as they are communicated back to God. These Biblical songs are far superior to
secular or even other sacred songs, for they are inspired words of truth, given for the purpose of
conforming us more to the pattern and mind of Christ (cf. Colossians 3:16 with Romans 12:1-2).
Jesus in the Psalms
Up until this point in seeking counsel for self-harm from the Psalms, though we have addressed
one of the underlying motivators behind such behavior, we have not yet begun to see the direct
benefit the Psalms can have when counseling self-injurers. In order to “access” such Scriptural
insight and medicine, we must consider how Jesus understood and used the Psalms. On two
separate occasions after the resurrection, Jesus expounded the Old Testament Scriptures as
speaking of himself. In two different places in chapter 24 of in Luke’s Gospel , Jesus explains
how He fulfilled Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms. He states in verse 44 that all of these
contained prophecies He needed to fulfill. But verse 27, though not explicitly referring to “the
Psalms” in that verse, does state that “all the Scriptures” speak concerning Him. Taking these
two clear examples with John 5:39 produces an understanding of the Psalms wherein we must
seek to find Jesus. John 5:39 is Jesus’ recorded words speaking to the Jewish leaders, and He
says that the Old Testament Scriptures41 speak of Him. All of the Scriptures, the Psalms
included, communicate the person and work of Christ to us. Finally, along these lines, coupling
the above verses with Colossians 3:16, as mentioned above, rounds out our understanding of
seeing Christ in the Psalms. Paul, in that verse, explicitly says that the Psalms are the words of
Christ. So far as we let the Psalms dwell in us, we are letting the words of Christ dwell in us.
Therefore, it is Biblically safe to say that the Psalms reveal to us Christ himself; and as we
express these words back to God, we are expressing our union with our Savior. Taking the above
with the 82 New Testament quotations of the Psalms, it is obvious that the Apostolic authors
saw the Psalms as proclaiming and expounding Christ. 42
How does such an interpretation once again radically reorient our understanding and use of the
Psalms, particularly when seeking to leverage them in the case of counseling self-harm? Not
only does our use of sacred songs enable us to express the depths of our emotions to God, but
doing so is also an identification with Christ. As we sing the words He Himself sang (cf. Matthew
26:30 & Matthew 27:46), perhaps more deeply than otherwise is possible, we are expressing our
union and communion with Christ Jesus. Such an understanding transforms our appreciation
for what we read and what we sing.
39

John R. W. Stott, The Canticles and Selected Psalms (London:Hodder & Stoughton, 1966).

40

Psalm 88 would be the lone exception of this upward trajectory.

I write “the Old Testament”, because the New had yet to be written when Jesus spoke these words.
Therefore, most immediately, He meant the Old, though of course His statement extends to the New.
41

Dennis Prutow, Public Worship 101: An Introduction to the Biblical Theology of Worship, the Elements
of Worship, Exclusive Psalmody, and A Cappella Psalmody, 1st edition (Pittsburgh, PA: Reformed
Presbyterian Theological Seminary, 2013), 277.
42

!37

Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal 6.2 (Spring 2020)
Take, for instance, Psalm 1. The one tempted with self-harm might read of striving to be a
solitary righteous person surrounded by temptation, and there might be an encouragement and
spiritual blessing that is produced from such a reading. If instead, the one tempted with selfharm understands the lone righteous one who successfully withstood all temptation when
surrounded on every side by the ungodly (Psalm 1:1), who only ever delighted himself in the law
of the Lord (Psalm 1:2), who is described as a tree of life (Psalm 1:3) elsewhere in Scripture
(Revelation 2:7, 22:1-5, with Revelation 7:14), the one who judges the wicked and the hypocrite
(Psalm 1:4-5), and who knows our path (Psalm 1:6), is none other than Christ himself.43 For the
self-injurer to sing of their temptation toward wickedness, to harm themselves like the way of
the pagan or the demoniac, and yet to sing of their union with Christ their righteousness,
provides not only emotional outlet and conformity to the pattern of Scripture, if also preaches to
their heart of their standing in Jesus’ perfection and success! Herein is great hope and comfort.
Seeing Christ in the Psalter in this way is not finding Jesus under every rock of the Old
Testament,44 but taking Christ at his own words, and seeing that the Psalms speak of him.
Therefore, we see him as the Righteous man of Psalm 1; the Suffering Servant of Psalm 3;45 the
enfleshed-one of Psalm 8;46 the resurrected one of Psalm 16;47 he is the faithful shepherd who
leads us in the dark valleys of life (Psalm 23); He is the victorious and ascended one of Psalm 24;
He is the sufficient atonement of Psalm 51; He is the one tempted in the Judean wilderness of
Psalm 63; 48 He is the king who conquers his enemies with finality in Psalm 83;49 He is the word
became flesh in Psalm 119; He is the one who brings many sons to glory in Psalms 146-150.
If we counsel those struggling with the temptation to self-harm by using the Psalter in such a
Christocentric way, we will lead them ever-onward to greater union and fellowship with their
Savior. However, such a hermeneutic raises the most significant insight into the therapeutic
treatment of self-harm though. That is, we identify with Christ and His sufferings, while He at
the same time, is empathetically identifying with us and our sufferings. Recall above that we
concluded the self-injurer is seeking to communicate to others, crying out for help, empathy,
and even attention. If those engaging in self-harm can be directed to cry-out their anguish to
Christ, through the emotional expressions of the Psalms, you will immediately find empathy and
fellowship with and from Christ.
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Sympathetic Suffering in the Psalms
Perhaps the present point can best be made through the illustration of this hermeneutic. In
Psalm 22, no careful exegete of Scripture can deny the Christological nature of the Psalm. Christ
himself undeniably indicates that this Psalm is fulfilled in His crucifixion (Mark 15:34; Matthew
27:46) as do the New Testament authors (cf. Mark 15:22, 29; Hebrews 2:12), and the imagery is
unquestionably that of crucifixion (Psalm 22:14, 16, 17). If the Christian self-injurer desires to
engage in harming behaviors, to experience pain, feel the depths of their emotions expressed
physically, or to express what they are struggling to communicate otherwise, might they
commune with their suffering Savior through His first-person account of His anguish?

Verse 1-2: God, I am all alone, even You have abandoned me, You have turned a deaf ear
to me.
Verse 3-5: You have been faithful to the godly in the past, will You be faithful to me like
You were to them?
Verse 6-8: I have no friends, everyone hates me, and they mock my faith as though it is
worthless.
Verse 9-11: But I am one of your covenant people, I have been your child from my
earliest memories. Why are You not helping me now?
Verse 12-15: The pain and shame I feel is immense, I do not believe I can continue on like
this at all.
Verse 16-18: Christ has taken my wounds. He has been pierced for me, lacerated for me,
he has bled so that I do not have to. His body took the punishment I want to inflict upon
myself right now. No more blood needs to be shed.
Verse 19-21: Please deliver me from this terrible temptation quickly. You count my life
and my body precious in Your sight, so save me from this terrible nightmare.
Then verse 21 ends with the phrase “You have answered me” (NKJV), and the remainder
of the Psalm is nothing but praise and victory and blessing.

If the self-harmer experientially embraces the sufferings of Christ in the Psalms and the
expressions of grief throughout the Psalter, making his cries their cries and the Psalm’s pain
their pain, then true deliverance can be found. Such a hermeneutic is not to suggest a quick and
simple fix. Instead, it is to propose that the Psalter ought to be embraced as the words of Christ,
to be taken as our words, and offered back to the Father as our prayer. What is more, such an
expression of our suffering finds the direct Biblical connection between the wounding of Christ
and our healing. This insight is akin to what Isaiah 53:5 famously states: that Christ was
wounded so we need not be wounded for our sins; Christ was bruised so we need not try and
find alleviation out of our bruises; that it is through His stripes by which we find healing and
true relief, not via our own stripes. Similarly, this same principle is evident in Christ’s
interactions with Thomas, when He connects the disciples’ peace with the wounds of Jesus
(John 20:26-28). And finally, along these very lines, the worshipers in glory find perfect comfort
from the reality that the Lamb was the one slain and still bears in His resurrection body the
marks of inflicted harm (Revelation 5:5-6). For it is from His willingly permitted injuries, we
find substitutionary atoning peace with God. Drawing upon this concept as presented in the
Psalms, of experientially reading our union and communion with Christ in his death and
suffering, may be the very means necessary for the self-harmer to understand what Hebrews
10:1-2,10 attests to: that nothing (and no one else) needs to be wounded to clear one’s
conscience and produce true and lasting peace.
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Does this approach not palpably communicate to the sufferer that their High Priest is
compassionate and understanding, acquainted with their griefs and their sorrows, tempted in
every way that we are, yet without sin? Does such a practical application of this Christocentric
hermeneutic of the Psalter not demonstrate the all-sufficiency of Christ’s finished work on our
behalf? That He has been harmed enough, so there need be no more willing and voluntary
shedding of blood on account of believers? And is not this approach more thorough and
wholistic than mere proof-texting against self-harm, such as citing Psalm 100:3 to say that God
made our bodies, and, as His people, we ought to take care of what he has entrusted to us? While
that latter hermeneutic is not detrimental, and certainly nothing can be suggested to disagree
with such an approach, it provides far less depth and nearness to Christ than the former
hermeneutic.
One final illustration of the Christological embracing of the personal Psalms should suffice. John
Gill, the famous English Baptist pastor, scholar, and theologian of the 1700s, draws parallels
between our Messiah’s temptation in the Judean wilderness (Matthew 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13;
Luke 1-13) and David’s experience in the same Judean wilderness. 50 Just as Christ hungered and
thirsted, so too, David is in a dry and weary land (Psalm 63:1). Christ is taken to look from the
sanctuary and tempted to put God’s power to the test (Psalm 63:2). Yet death is preferable to
disobedience, and the word of the Lord is better than life-giving bread he was tempted with
(Psalm 63:3-5). God was his help through the forty days and nights (Psalm 63:6-8), and the
tempter and his followers will be cast in the pit (Psalm 63:10). Additionally, Christ was
surrounded by wild beasts (Mark 1:13), as was David (Psalm 63:10), but the Messianic King shall
be victorious without bowing to the Liar (Psalm 63:11). The Christological parallels are striking.
How then could this Psalm experientially be used by the one tempted to self-harm?
Verse 1: God, You are my God, and I am Your true child. I seek You immediately because
my spirit and my body are disquieted.
Verse 2-5: I look to Your heavenly sanctuary for help and deliverance. Because You are
more important to me than any feeling that I am alive. You are all satisfying to me, I do
not need anything besides You to find contentment, peace, and joy.
Verse 6-8: I keep You before me at all times of my temptation: at night, when I am
tempted toward disobedience; during the day, when I am tempted with the same. You
are the one who is guiding me and leading me. I am following you just like Jesus was led
into the wilderness of temptation by your Spirit (Matthew 4:1). Even a time as
tremendously challenging as that, you were guiding his path, as You are mine now.
Verse 9-10: The tempter, the liar, the deceiver, the accuser of the brethren wants to harm
my life and my body. He desires that I die and be destroyed. He wants nothing more than
for me to fail and to destroy my flesh. But You have promised that he will be the one to
perish and he will be the one overcome, not me.
Verse 11: I am one of Your people who swears by the King. You have promised that I will
rejoice, that I will glory and receive glory. Just as Christ triumphed over every
temptation, You have promised me a way of escape under every temptation (1
Corinthians 10:13). The one who is tempting me right now will one day be permanently
silenced! How I thank you for that promise of deliverance!
Surely more could be said about each of the above-cited Psalms, and each of the 150 Psalms
could be expounded and unpacked in a similar fashion. Not artificially inserting Christ into
every Psalm, trying to find Him where he is not, but allowing the Christology to naturally arise
50John
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out of the content of the Psalter. Such Christocentricity, coupled with the experiential singing or
reading of the Psalms, should produce in the counselee a nearer fellowship with Christ in his
sufferings and a fuller expression of their sufferings unto Christ.
Conclusion
Self-harm is, unfortunately, a prevalent and destructive practice, even within our church
communities. Additionally, it is not a behavior that will be vanishing from the earth any time
soon. Thankfully, the Scriptures, and more precisely, our God, know full-well about this deeply
disturbing and dark conduct inflicted upon our young people. Therefore, God has provided true
spiritual help, and a sufficient emotional balm in his Word. He has squarely set such help in the
center of our Bibles, as an anatomy of the human soul, by which we express our every emotion
in a holy and inspired way, while, at the same time, that same book is ever-conforming us to the
pattern and image of Christ. Most specifically, as we take up and use His hymnbook of praise,
we commune, in first person language and identification, with our suffering Savior who has
already fully bled and been harmed on our behalf. So far as we can better assist our parishioners
and counselees in seeing and singing of Christ in these divinely inspired songs, we will further
enable them to express their temptations and struggles in a Christ-centered way. The more they
are able to cry out for divine empathy and help, they will be less inclined to cry out through the
method of physical harm. And finally, if we can support our counselees in communing with
Christ through the very words of Christ, ideally, they will see their full neediness as having been
sufficiently met in him, their empathetic and ever-present help in their distress (Psalm 46:1).
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Calvin’s Development of the Marks of the Church in The
Institutes and His Legacy of Confessional Influence 1
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With the shadows of medieval history and the Church of Rome looming large, the European
Reformers needed to clarify what constituted a true church. For the leaders who had first sought
reform within the Roman Catholic Church, but then were forced to bring it from without, what
were their views? How did their definition of the church differ from the Catholic Church? How
did their understanding of the church impact their life and ministry? As the Reformation
progressed, how was the visible church defined in the development of the Protestant
confessions? These questions are perhaps best answered in seeing the development of John’s
Calvin’s doctrine of the church and his influence as captured in the Reformation confessions.
Yet before exploring Calvin, it is important to examine first the teaching of the Roman Catholic
Church on the constitution of the church as a backdrop. By reviewing the Council of Trent’s
counter-statements to the Protestant Reformation (particularly as seen in the catechism that
came forth from Trent), Rome’s official teachings regarding the church can be understood and
their view of the church’s identity established.2 Calvin’s work and legacy regarding the
constitution of the church are then more readily recognized.
The Roman Catholic Church’s Views on the Marks
In the medieval period, a developing belief solidified in Rome over what constituted the true
church and what were its necessary characteristics. By the thirteenth century, “The Fourth
Lateran Council declared that: ‘There is one universal Church of unassailable “attributes.”’”3
These attributes were four in number, as the Roman Catholic Church relied on the Nicene Creed
statement, which declares, “We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church.” In the early
decades of the Reformation, Rome struggled for a period with limiting itself to these four
qualities.
In the 16th century the fertile imagination of the Roman apologists distinguished a
varied number of “notae ecclesiae”; seven, then ten, then fifteen, and one apologist
(Bozio, in 1591) even went so far as to enumerate a hundred! But very soon, and
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fortunately, the "notae" were reduced to the four qualities whereby the Symbol of Nicaea
defined the Church: unity, sanctity, catholicity and apostolicity.4
Rome’s use of these four attributes can be seen most clearly in the catechism that came from the
Council of Trent, called by Pope John III in 1545 (and continued until 1563 under the
supervision of five popes in total5 ) to counter the growing Protestant Reformation. In “Article
IX: I believe in the Holy Catholic Church; the Communion of Saints,” under the section “The
Marks of the Church,” each of the four attributes above is treated individually and with the claim
that all within the church should know these marks. “The distinctive marks of the Church are
also to be made known to the faithful, that thus they may be enabled to estimate the extent of
the blessing conferred by God on those who have had the happiness to be born and educated
within her pale.”6 With the Council’s emphasis on the pope’s rule of the church and the claim
that the Church of Rome was the ultimate church, these marks as defined by Rome became one
of their focal points to create a definition of what truly constitutes the visible church.
To understand how Rome treated the marks, consider the first mark of unity. The Council of
Trent stated:
The first mark of the true Church is described in the Nicene Creed, and consists in unity:
My dove is one, my beautiful one is one. So vast a multitude, scattered far and wide, is
called one for the reasons mentioned by St. Paul in his Epistle to the Ephesians: One
Lord, one faith, one baptism. The Church has but one ruler and one governor, the
invisible one, Christ, whom the eternal Father hath made head over all the Church,
which is his body; the visible one, the Pope, who, as legitimate successor of Peter, the
Prince of the Apostles, fills the Apostolic chair. 7
In prescribing the pope as the visible ruler over the visible church, the Council was seeking to
ensure that other movements, particularly the Reformed and Lutheran camps, were viewed as
schismatic, having broken off from the mother church. The Council of Trent believed that it was
“the unanimous teaching of the Fathers that this visible head is necessary to establish and
preserve unity in the Church,” and cited numerous church fathers to support its claim.8
Holding forth this first attribute, Trent’s teachings then set forth the next marks of holiness,
catholicity, and apostolicity as issuing from the oneness of papal authority. In concluding that
the Holy Spirit had conferred legitimacy on the Catholic Church through these marks, the
catechism states further that “just as this one Church cannot err in faith or morals, since it is
guided by the Holy Ghost; so, on the contrary, all other societies arrogating to themselves the
name of church, must necessarily, because guided by the spirit of the devil, be sunk in the most
pernicious errors, both doctrinal and moral.” 9 Thus, clearly, Rome viewed Protestant
congregations as illegitimate based on their definition of the marks.
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The Protestant Response to Rome’s Marks
Though the Reformers differed from Rome on how the preceding four qualities were manifested
in the church, they did not deny that they were legitimate attributes of the church. “It is striking
in this connection that the four words themselves were never disputed, since the Reformers did
not opt for other ‘attributes.’"10 Second, they disagreed with Rome’s view that these attributes
were suitable for defining what constitutes a true church compared to a false one. As Berkouwer
further points out:
Ultimately, such a static ecclesiology no longer allows room for discussion about the
ecclesiastical reality; and to the extent that one is willing to embark on such a discussion,
it can have relation only to the Church's periphery, which is separated from her
unassailable ‘essence.’ In contrast, in the Reformation it was precisely the notae that
took on decisive significance, with the result that it was impossible to use the ‘attributes’
apologetically as an unthreatened and unassailable, aprioristic reality. The Reformers
could not refer simply to the factual reality of the Church: una, catholica, apostolica, and
sancta. The question of the notae reached an apex in various tensions in Church history
in connection with the question of the true Church, the ecclesia vera.11
Third, as the above quote indicates, part of the unsuitability of the Nicene qualities was a
confusion over the need to identify a true, visible church rather than speaking more generally
regarding the invisible church. Finally, this dilemma in identifying a proper visible church led
the Reformers to make a distinction between the essential marks, or the notae, and the more
general attributes of the church. As James Bannerman states, “First, there is an important
distinction between what is necessary to the being of a Church, and what is necessary to its
wellbeing.”12 Defining the church and how to care for her properly was at the heart of the
concern of the Reformation leaders, as can be seen particularly in John Calvin.
John Calvin’s Development of the Marks
In the fourth book of Institutes of the Christian Religion, aptly entitled “The External Means or
Aims by Which God Invites Us into the Society of Christ,” Calvin makes the careful distinction of
what constitutes a church. In this section of The Institutes, Calvin discussed the topics of “the
church, its government, orders, and power; then the sacraments; and lastly, the civil order.”13
His commitment to the visible church echoes past theologians, such as Cyprian of Carthage and
Augustine:
So powerful is participation in the church it keeps us in the society of God . . . But as it is
now our purpose to discourse of the visible Church, let us learn, from her single title of
Mother, how useful, nay, how necessary the knowledge of her is, since there is no other
means of entering into life unless she conceive us in the womb and give us birth, unless
she nourish us at her breasts, and, in short, keep us under her charge and government,
until, divested of mortal flesh, we become like the angels (Matt. 22:30).14
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Central to the church nurturing the people of God, in Calvin’s development, is the preaching of
the Word of God. After quoting from Ephesians 4, which cites pastors as Christ’s gift to the
church, Calvin states, “We see that God, who might perfect his people in a moment, chooses not
to bring them to manhood in any other way than by the education of the Church. We see the
mode of doing it expressed; the preaching of celestial doctrine is committed to pastors.”15 After
tracing this central mark of teaching through the Old Testament into the New Testament, from
priests and prophets to apostles and preachers, he defends God’s use of human agents in the
propagation of his Word.
Those who think that the authority of the doctrine is impaired by the insignificance of
the men who are called to teach, betray their ingratitude; for among the many noble
endowments with which God has adorned the human race, one of the most remarkable
is, that he deigns to consecrate the mouths and tongues of men to his service, making his
own voice to be heard in them. Wherefore, let us not on our part decline obediently to
embrace the doctrine of salvation, delivered by his command and mouth; because,
although the power of God is not confined to external means, he has, however, confined
us to his ordinary method of teaching.16
Calvin testifies both to the Lord’s use of ministers and God’s claim that all spiritual work belongs
to him. He viewed the preaching ministry expansively, as proclamation from the pulpit and to all
in need of the gospel, “Christ did not ordain pastors on the principle that they only teach the
Church in a general way on the public platform, but that they care for the individual sheep, bring
back the wandering and scattered to the fold, bind up the broken and crippled, heal the sick,
support the frail and weak.”17
As Calvin continues, he distinguishes between the invisible and visible church, and then denotes
how the latter is made evident:
Often, too, by the name of Church is designated the whole body of mankind scattered
throughout the world, who profess to worship one God and Christ, who by baptism are
initiated into the faith; by partaking of the Lord's Supper profess unity in true doctrine
and charity, agree in holding the word of the Lord, and observe the ministry which Christ
has appointed for the preaching of it.18
Calvin acknowledges how vital it is for the Lord to have made clear for his people what the
church is in order to recognize it. “Accordingly, inasmuch as it was of importance to us to
recognize it, the Lord has distinguished it by certain marks, and as it were symbols.” 19 He then
repeatedly points to the Word and sacraments as the marks of the church.
And, since assurance of faith was not necessary, he substituted for it a certain charitable
judgment whereby we recognize as members of the church those who, by confession of
faith, by example of life, and by partaking in the sacraments, profess the same God and
Christ with us. He has, moreover, set off by plainer marks the knowledge of his very body
to us, knowing how necessary it is to our salvation…Wherever we see the Word of God
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purely preached and heard, and the sacraments administered according to Christ’s
institution, there, it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists [cf. Eph. 2:20].20
As such, Calvin warned against the attempts to remove these two marks. “For there is nothing
that Satan plots more than to remove and do away with one or both of these. Sometimes he tries
by effacing and destroying these marks to remove the true and genuine distinction of the
church.”21
In pointing out the word and sacraments only as the two distinguishing traits, Calvin appears to
depart somewhat from Martin Bucer, his mentor during his Geneva exile in Strasbourg from
1538-41, who included the third mark of discipline.
At Geneva, Calvin himself did not include discipline as a mark of the Church, but the
tension between the objectivity of grace and the subjective response to that grace raised
questions as to the validity of the definition. Significantly, the later Reformed
confessions were to follow Bucer's lead and to include discipline sub regno Christi as a
third mark.”22
However, a closer reading of The Institutes and other of Calvin’s writings gives needed
clarification to this assessment.
Calvin saw the preaching of the truths of God’s Word as the chief and ultimate mark. As such, he
often made statements in discussing the marks that could seem to invalidate the other ones. “Let
it, therefore, be a fixed point, that a holy unity exists amongst us, when consenting in pure
doctrine, we are united in Christ alone.”23 He warned against trusting in outer signs or symbols
of God’s kingdom with this belief in view.
Therefore, although they put forward Temple, priesthood, and the rest of the outward
shows, this empty glitter which blinds the eyes of the simple ought not to move us a whit
to grant that the church exists where God’s Word is not found. For this is the abiding
mark with which our Lord has sealed his own: ‘Everyone who is of the truth hears my
voice’ [John 18:37].24
For another example, in the “Articles of the Faculty of Paris,” Calvin stated, “We all confess that
there has been a universal Church ever since the beginning of the world and that it must
continue until the end. The question is, what are the outward signs by which we can discern it?
In our conviction, it is the Word of God, which is the mark of the Church.”25 Thus, based on a
limited sample of statements such as these, a similar charge could be made of Calvin not
including discipline, namely, that Calvin did not view the sacraments as a mark, which is clearly
untrue. Herman Bavinck, commenting on the Reformers’ practice of identifying preaching as the
chief mark, states that “a true church has only one mark, the Word,” yet he goes on to add that
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the Word is "variously administered and confessed in the church's preaching, sacraments,
discipline, and life.”26
Next, the marks were viewed as ranked and interdependent on one another, with preaching, as
indicated above, viewed as chief, followed by the sacraments, yet with both needing the support
of discipline to maintain their integrity.27 One can hear the need for discipline to accompany the
preaching and administration of the sacraments in statements such as the following ones from
The Institutes (emphasis added):
We have laid down as distinguishing marks of the church the preaching of the Word and
the observance of the sacraments. These can never exist without bringing forth fruit and
prospering by God’s blessing...and no one is permitted to spurn its authority, flout its
warnings, resist its counsels, or make light of its chastisements - much less to desert it
and break its unity.28
For in it alone is kept safe and uncorrupted that doctrine in which piety stands sound
and the use of the sacraments ordained by the Lord is guarded . . . we are neither to
renounce the communion of the church nor, remaining in it, to disturb its peace and
duly ordered discipline.29
Third, Calvin makes it clear that a holy lifestyle must accompany faith in the Word of God and
the practice of the sacraments. “If churches are well ordered, they will not bear the wicked in
their bosom. Nor will they indiscriminately admit worthy and unworthy together to that sacred
banquet.”30 In his letter to Cardinal Sadoleto, Calvin decried the cardinal’s attempt to draw the
Genevan Protestants back into Rome’s fold. In so doing, he faults Sadoleto’s definition of the
church, which consists primarily of appeals to unity and catholicity, asking, “[W]hat comes of
the Word of the Lord, that clearest of all marks?”31 Then, as he proceeds, Calvin writes that there
are “three things on which the safety of the Church is founded, viz., doctrine, discipline, and the
sacraments . . . ”32 Clearly, Calvin upheld discipline as necessary.
Later in the twelfth chapter in Book 4 of The Institutes, Calvin treats more formally the subject
of discipline by starting with its necessity. “But because some persons, in their hatred of
discipline, recoil from its very name, let them understand this: if no society, indeed, no house
which has even a small family, can be kept in proper condition without discipline, it is much
more necessary in the church.”33 He then encourages those in the church to be open to receiving
correction from others.
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The first foundation of discipline is to provide a place for private admonition; that is, if
anyone does not perform his duty willingly, or behaves insolently, or does not live
honorably, or has committed any act deserving blame – he should allow himself to be
admonished; and when the situation demands it, every man should endeavor to
admonish his brother. 34
Calvin further treats the common text on this subject, Matthew 18:15-20, by giving direction on
how to handle private and public sins, and lists the sins that could lead to exclusion from the
fellowship.
As he offers three purposes for discipline, Calvin demonstrates the interplay between the marks.
He states that the first purpose is for separating the righteous from the wicked, “that they who
lead a filthy and infamous life may not be called Christians, to the dishonor of God, as if his holy
church [cf. Eph. 5:25-26] were a conspiracy of wicked and abandoned men.”35 According to him,
this separation preserves the order and sanctity of the Lord’s Supper. The next rationale he
offers for discipline is that it preserves purity in the church. “The second purpose is that the
good be not corrupted by the constant company of the wicked, as commonly happens.”36 He
then follows this with discipline’s restorative purpose. “The third purpose is that those overcome
by shame for their baseness begin to repent.”37
Given Calvin’s reputation as being severe, his pastoral heart should be noted particularly with
respect to the subject of discipline. He advises great patience in applying formal discipline,
saying that official acts should not take place “until the sinner becomes obstinate.”38 Even then,
the discipline is to be done in a spirit of gentleness, and speaks of the cruelty of ancient church
practices where undue lengthy judgments would have created despair. He instead stresses that
love should be seen in disciplinary measures: “This gentleness is required in the whole body of
the church, that it should deal mildly with the lapsed and should not punish with extreme rigor,
but rather, according to Paul’s injunction, confirm its love toward them [2 Cor. 2:8].”39 Even
those who are to be excommunicated “are not cast into everlasting ruin and damnation” as was
practiced by Rome, but are warned with a hope that “in hearing that their life and morals are
condemned, they are assured of their everlasting condemnation unless they repent.”40
Calvin believed the marks were placed into the hands of ordained leadership to administer. Back
in the third chapter of Book 4, “The Doctors and Ministers of the Church, Their Election, and
Office,” Calvin lays out the Biblical case for the church’s governance. Using Ephesians 4:4-16, he
goes through the five offices listed there, showing the first three (apostles, prophets, and
evangelists) were of the apostolic age and are no longer functioning. He explains that in the New
Testament, titles such as pastor, teacher, elder, and overseer, are used interchangeably. He
discusses how the calling to this office involves both the internal call, as a man senses the Spirit’s
stirring him to this responsibility, and the external calling, which comes from the church as it
observes certain men having the sound doctrine and holy lives requisite for this position. Thus,
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ministers who have this calling are to be set apart by the church, such as was done in Acts 13.
Calvin supports the concept of the elders being elected by the church, based on Acts 14:23 and
its use of χειροτονεω in the choice of elders, used to describe the action of the Greek polis in
“electing by a show of hands.” He completes this section by discussing ordination and how it is
accomplished by the laying on of hands. Clearly, ordination in the Protestant churches granted
the leadership authority to oversee the marks and was distinct from the Catholic view of
apostolic succession and papal-granted authority.
The Confessional Legacy of Calvin Regarding the Marks
The varied confessions from the nations where the Reformation was birthed and spread attest to
the impact that Calvin had on the church’s identity. Certainly, not all the confessions relied
solely upon him. Yet, a good number of the confessions were greatly influenced by Calvin and
testified to the necessity of the marks.41
The Geneva Confession of 1536, written for the Swiss church by John Calvin and William Farel,
declares, “The proper mark by which to rightly discern the church of Jesus Christ is that his holy
gospel be purely and faithfully preached, proclaimed, heard, and kept, and his sacraments be
properly administered, even if there be some imperfections and faults, as there always will be
among men.”42 This document testifies to the place of ministers in the ministry of the Word and
sacraments, and to keeping due order in the church with the positive side of discipline. “To
these, we accord no other power or authority but to conduct, rule, and govern the people of God
committed to them by the same Word, in which they have the power to command, defend,
promise, and warn, and without which they neither can nor ought to attempt anything.” 43
The French Confession (1559), in which Calvin played a central role, stresses the importance of
preaching in no uncertain terms: “We detest all visionaries who would like, so far as lies in their
power, to destroy this ministry and preaching of the Word and sacraments.”44 The Gallic
confession goes on to say that “. . . [W]e believe it is important to discern with care and prudence
which is the true church, for this title has been much abused. We say, then, according to the
Word of God, that it is the company of the faithful who agree to follow His Word and the pure
religion which it teaches . . . ”45 However, in citing the first two of the marks directly, the
confession does not leave out the third, for it insists that the church are those “who agree to
follow the Word and…who advance in it all their lives, growing and becoming more confirmed in
the fear of God according as they feel the want of growing and pressing onward.” 46
The Scottish Confession of Faith (1560) was drawn up by John Knox, who spent several years
with Calvin at Geneva prior to writing it. In “Article 18: Of the Notes, by Which the True Church
Is Discerned from the False; and Who Shall Be Judge of the Doctrine,” an emerging clarity is
seen in adding the third mark of discipline to the description of what constitutes a true church.
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The notes, therefore, of the true Church of God, we believe, confess, and avow to be, first,
the true preaching of the word of God, in the which God hath revealed himself unto us,
as the writings of the Prophets and Apostles do declare: secondly, the right
administration of the Sacraments of Christ Jesus, which must be annexed unto the word
and promise of God, to seal and confirm the same in our hearts: lastly, Ecclesiastical
discipline, uprightly ministered, as God’s word prescribeth, whereby vice is repressed,
and virtue nourished. 47
However, perhaps Calvin’s influence in viewing the first two marks as prominent is seen in the
sentence that follows. “Wheresoever, then, these former notes are seen and of any time
continue, (be the number never so few, about two or three), there, without all doubt, is the true
Church of Christ; who, according to his promise, is in the midst of them . . . ”48
The following year saw Guido de Brés of the Netherlands, influenced greatly by Calvin’s
teachings and the Gallic Confession, publish the Belgic Confession (1561). With great clarity, the
three marks are emphasized in Article XXIX “Of the Marks of the True Church, and Wherein
She Differs from the False Church.” “The marks by which the true Church is known are these: If
the pure doctrine of the gospel is preached therein, if she maintains the pure administration of
the sacraments as instituted by Christ; if church discipline is exercised in punishing of sin; in
short, if all things are managed according to the pure word of God.”49 This section also indicates
how individual Christians are to be discerned, giving special notice that the mark by which they
are known in addition to faith is that “they avoid sin, follow after righteousness, love the true
God and their neighbor, neither turn aside to the right or left, and crucify the flesh with the
works thereof.”50 Increasingly, the confessions emphasize that accompanying the preaching of
the Word and the administration of the sacraments is the behavior of the members of the church
to live a holy, disciplined life.
The influence of Calvin, flowing down in history through these preceding confessions, is seen in
what is called the “crown jewel” of the Reformed confessions. The Westminster Confession of
Faith (1643) testifies to the marks of the church as well. Beginning by defining the visible
church, the importance of the gospel and its truths (a clear reference to the first mark) are
highlighted.
The visible church, which is also catholic or universal under the gospel (not confined to
one nation as before under the law) consists of all those, throughout the world, that
profess the true religion…and particular churches, which are members thereof, are more
or less pure, according as the doctrine of the gospel is taught and embraced, ordinances
administered, and public worship performed more or less purely in them.51
In the following paragraph, the confession expands to the need for ordained ministers and the
other marks with these words (explanations inserted).
Unto this catholic visible church Christ hath given the ministry (preachers of the Word),
oracles (the holy Scriptures), and ordinances of God (the sacraments and the
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accompanying commitment to them reflected in discipline), for the gathering and
perfecting of the saints, in this life, to the end of the world: and doth, by his own
presence and Spirit, according to his promise, make them effectual thereunto. 52
These confessions, recorded over a century of time, continue to direct the greater Reformed
community throughout the world down into our modern era. Thus, paying close attention to
Calvin’s teaching and influence regarding the true constitution of the visible church should
remain a high priority to those holding to these confessions.
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