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Winter is a time of waiting. At least, as one who likes to garden, that’s how 
I see it. Green things are waiting to emerge from the earth . . . perhaps 
they are resting . . . perhaps they are getting restless. Grey and sepia have 

their own beauty, but I’m already putting seeds into growing pots to get a jumpstart 
on more vibrant colors. The little bright green sprouts by my window or under the 
grow lights agitate me . . . in a good way. I’m anxious for what’s coming, I’m looking 
forward to what’s around the corner. The seedlings are promises of spring. 

As a student of theology, I regard this time of year as an echo of the “now/not 
yet” of the New Testament’s “realized” or “inaugurated” eschatology. As the Lenten 
rose starts to open and the crocus contemplates breaking through the soil, we see 
the beginnings of a future . . . a future that has taken root in the present. Such is the 
coming of Christ. Jesus is the promise of a future that has found a dwelling among 
us now. We wait for that future—it is not yet fully here—but we already experience 
that future breaking through into our present in the person Jesus. In his death the 
“winter of our sins” comes to an end, and in his resurrection the spring of our future 
life commences.

In this issue, Jeff Gibbs, professor emeritus of exegetical theology, brings this 
theme of inaugurated eschatology to bear on a familiar text: John 14:2–3, “In my 
Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to 
prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and 
will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.” A common text read and 
contemplated at funerals, perhaps it has been heard as a kind of picture of heaven. 
Jesus has gone to heaven to prepare a place for us. Those who have died in Christ now 
get to go to that place—souls in a heavenly “mansion.” But Gibbs argues that this 
passage promises something more profound and something that we experience now 
in the present. Jesus himself is God’s house, his temple. The longings of God’s people 
to dwell in the courts of the Lord’s house, to gaze upon the beauty of God, find their 
resting place in Jesus. By faith we abide in him and he in us. Writes Gibbs: the “good 
news is better than you even realized. . . . We don’t have to wait until death to find a 
place in the Father’s house. . . . nearness and protection and forgiveness and beauty 
was already God’s gift” of the new life given to us in our baptism.

The presence of Jesus not only makes our waiting bearable, but it also begins 
a new way of living as we both receive and give the love that comes from being 
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with God. We are called by God into his love, and we are called to love. David Loy, 
professor of philosophy, theology and ethics and dean of Christ College at Concordia 
University Irvine, leads us into a deeper consideration of God’s call into love. All 
people have callings to some extent, whether they recognize that the call comes from 
God or not. God exhibits his love and care for his creation even through the lives 
of those who do not know him or trust in him. But God’s call to love in the lives of 
Christians takes us beyond providential care—it anticipates a future in which the love 
of God will burst into full flowering, fed by the gospel which calls out to all people. 

Though winter is for waiting, I’m grateful for the season. It reminds me to lean 
forward into longing and hope, to look for signs of spring and promises of the future 
that have already begun to take root and grow. But I’m also grateful that winter will 
not last. Spring will come— “the weather in the world makes war on the winter”1  
and so it is with God’s word. We are promised a bright and eternal spring in the 
coming of Christ, “clouds are uplifted, shining rain is shed . . .

and blossoms burgeon and blow
in hedgerows bright and gay; 
then glorious musics go
through the woods in proud array.”

Erik H. Herrmann
Dean of Theological Research and Publications

1 Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, translated by J. R. R. Tolkien.

Endnote
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As many of our readers know, Dr. J. A. O. (Jack) Preus III died this past 
year on August 4, 2022, at the age of 69. He is perhaps best known among 
recent graduates for his work as president of Concordia University Irvine 

(1998–2009) as well as his work as executive vice president for mission advancement 
at Bethesda Lutheran Communities in Watertown, Wisconsin (2009–2014). But it 
is as a theologian, professor, and friend that I best knew Jack. And the time that we 
worked together as colleagues here at Concordia Seminary (1988–1994) continues to 
have an impact upon my theological outlook and work. 

I first came to know Jack when I entered the STM program in 1985. At that 
time, I was a couple years behind Jack who was nearly finished with his ThD and 
would soon be called to serve as an assistant professor in systematic theology. I 
remember being somewhat intimidated by him when we first met and found myself 
in the same class as him. After all, he was the son of a former synodical president 
(who led the synod through the stormy era around 1974). In addition, Jack was really 
smart and had an aura of confidence and presence about him that I greatly admired. 
But ever gracious and humble, Jack took me under his wing as a friend and gave 
me some sage advice on getting through the doctoral program not only in a timely 
fashion but in a way that might be of some service to the church.

Upon receiving my ThD in 1989, I went from being a fellow student with Jack 
to becoming one of his colleagues in the department of systematic theology. Jack and 
his wife, Sherry, helped Betty and me adjust to life as a seminary professor helping 
us get to know the other members of the faculty and getting us involved in the larger 
academic world through professional societies such as the American Academy of 
Religion. For the next nine years (until Jack accepted the call to serve as president of 
Concordia University Irvine), I had the privilege and joy of working with Jack and 
talking theology both at the seminary and while carpooling together. For me, this was 
a decade of theological energy and excitement at the seminary and Jack was a key part 
of it.

There are any number of theological contributions that Jack made to the 
seminary. For example, he was ahead of his time (at least in our circles) in thinking 
about the importance of theology and theological education in the global south and 
its eventual impact upon the North American church (he wrote his dissertation on 
Liberation Theology and learned Portuguese along the way). Second, he stressed 
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that for him theology and mission went hand in hand. In addition to his interest 
in opening the synod to Hispanic theological education, Jack entered the Naval 
Reserves as a chaplain for which he was called up to serve six months in Iraq during 
the first Gulf War. And his subsequent work at both CUI and Bethesda continued 
to highlight his passion for good theological education through his work in South 
America and Southeast Asia.

Jack’s emphasis on the importance of theologically engaging the intellectual 
currents of our culture in a constructively faithful way had a far-reaching and 
significant impact upon me along with many others on the faculty of Concordia 
Seminary. A number of themes characterized Jack’s work as a Lutheran professor and 
theologian. Several continue to stand out for me and, I believe, remain relevant for 
our church.

The first pertains to the way in which we go about the theological task. From 
Jack I learned the importance of being fair-minded when dealing with the thoughts 
and writings of others, whether or not we agreed with them. Of course, being fair-
minded, as he often would quip, is hardly a rallying cry for those who would rather 
jump to conclusions and express their outrage (all the more in this age of social 
media). And yet the practice of fair-mindedness stands firmly within the tradition 
of the Formula of Concord that states the positions of its opponents fairly and 
accurately before offering a critique and criticism. Related to this, many of Jack’s 
students will also recognize that when providing answers to theological/spiritual 
questions, we often need to give a sic et non (yes and no) response. I believe that it 
was a way of determining whether or not one needed to apply the law or the gospel 
in addressing pastoral questions raised by others. In other words, it provided a way to 
get at the question behind the question or as Bob Kolb puts it, “Why do you want to 
know?” This of course, involved the important task of listening before speaking.

Second, Jack taught a popular Word of God elective class. One might think that 
it dealt primarily or exclusively with the topic of Scripture given that the controversy 
in 1974 revolved around whether or not one can speak of the Scriptures as the word 
of God “without qualification” (to use a Dr. Samuel Nafzger expression). And to be 
sure, it did address those issues. But Jack also focused especially on the way in which 
the phrase “Word of God” was used to speak primarily about Christ as the Word 
of God (John 1) and the Gospel as the Word of God. This had ramifications that 
extended beyond the context of worship and preaching. Jack (and this has always 
stuck with me) emphasized that anytime one is dealing with the word of God one 
is engaging in a spiritual activity. Thus, the teaching and learning that take place 
within a seminary classroom is every bit as much an activity that shapes us spiritually 
as that which takes place during the time of worship in chapel or in a congregation. 
(This fits nicely with Luther on the third commandment). This of course has far-
reaching ramifications for theological education. Jack’s emphasis corresponds with an 
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observation that Bob Kolb has often made, namely, that the Reformation moved from 
a “polity and ritual” based definition of the church to a “word/promise and faith” 
definition of the church.

Third, in dealing with the Gospel as the Word of God that needed to be 
proclaimed to all people, Jack brought a keen sensitivity to how that needs to be 
done in an American context that was increasingly becoming a multicultural society. 
He began to ask about how we use the language of justification (as if often said, 
justification is the rock upon which the church stands or falls. . . . Jack searched for 
the origin of this phrase but to my knowledge never uncovered it). In particular, he 
argued that justification for the confessions could be used in both a wider sense and 
a narrow sense. In the narrow sense, it brought to mind law-court imagery with a 
strong forensic element. But he also noted that justification could be used in a wider 
sense as a synonym for the Gospel (within which the forensic character remained 
central). Given this, Jack argued in his book, Just Words, that justification in the 
narrow sense provided a legal metaphor for the Gospel in its purest form. But at the 
same time stood alongside images/metaphors for the Gospel within the Scriptures 
helpful for proclaiming the Gospel in other cultural contexts (such as a shame-based 
culture) or individual experiences (e.g., one who feels unclean in some way).

To be sure, these three themes do not exhaust the many rich insights into 
Lutheran theology that Jack brought to the classroom. Jack’s insights continue to live 
on in his doctoral students, in those who worked with him on their MDivs, MAs, 
STMs, and in those who heard the presentations that he made providing them all 
with the yeast that leavens their delivery of the gospel.

Charles Arand
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Jeffrey Gibbs

Already Dwelling in the  
Father’s House Reading  
John 14:2–3 in Context 

In my Father’s house are many 
rooms. If it were not so, would 
I have told you that I go to 
prepare a place for you? And if I 
go and prepare a place for you, 
I will come again and will take 
you to myself, that where I am 
you may be also.1 

In this study I will argue that the 
familiar words of Jesus in John 
14:2–3 express a prominent feature 

of the Gospel according to John. That feature is John’s inaugurated eschatology, that 
is, his emphasis on the “already” of the Father’s work in Jesus, as opposed to the “not 
yet” of God’s promises in his Son. The clearest example of this feature in John may 
be the repeated promise of eternal life now through faith in Jesus (3:16; 20:30–31); 
the passage over from death to life has already taken place through faith (5:24).2 In 
the pages that follow I will be contending that the promises contained in 14:2–3 have 
been fulfilled already through Jesus’s death and his resurrection from the dead. This 
explains the title of this essay, “Already Dwelling in the Father’s House.”

In making this case, I will of necessity be suggesting that what could be called 
“the popular understanding” of these verses has not sufficiently attended to the 
context in John 13–14. Also, larger themes in the Gospel of John, especially the 
theme that Jesus is the “new temple,” make the popular understanding of 14:2–3 
unlikely. Sermons (especially at funerals) often interpret Jesus’s words by answering 

Jeffrey Gibbs is professor 
emeritus at Concordia Seminary, 
Saint Louis. His areas of 
interest and expertise include 
the Synoptic Gospels, New 
Testament eschatology, and 
Matthew. His most recent 

publication is the conclusion to his three-volume Matthew 
Commentary, Matthew 21:1–28:20 published by Concordia 
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the two most important questions raised by the text in the following way. First, “the 
house of my Father” is taken as a reference to heaven. Second, Jesus’s promise “I will 
come again and will take you to myself ” refers to the death of a believer when his/her 
soul goes to be with Christ in heaven. The following paraphrase expresses this popular 
understanding: “In heaven there are many ‘rooms’ of safety and blessing. I am going 
to heaven now, and I will prepare a place for you in heaven, and when you die, I will 
come and take you away to your heavenly home/mansion.” 

By contrast, I will be arguing for different answers to each of those two questions. 
I propose that Jesus’s words can be paraphrased as follows: “In me, the new temple, 
there are many ‘rooms’ of safety and blessing. I am going to the cross to prepare a 
place for you, and on Easter, I will come again and receive you to myself, so that from 
then on, wherever I am, there you will be also—in me, that is, in the house of my 
Father.” If my argument proves convincing, let me hasten to add, John 14:2–3 can 
still serve well as a text for a Christian funeral, and I will briefly suggest application at 
the end of this essay.

My argument will proceed as follows. First, I will show that among 
commentators the popular understanding is by no means universal or perhaps even 
widespread. Moreover, it lacks support in the near context of John 14:2–3. Second, 
the essay will quickly survey two larger features in John: (1) the theme of Jesus as the 
new temple/the fulfillment of the temple, and (2) the journey of Jesus from the Father 
and back to the Father. Third, a look at the near context in John 13 and 14 will set 
the stage for the exegesis of 14:2–3. Finally, in light of the cumulative presentation 
I will translate and comment on John 14:2–3, especially engaging the two key 
questions, “What is ‘the house of my Father’?” and “Where is Jesus going, and when 
is he coming again to take the apostles to himself?”

Against the popular understanding
It might be the case that over the centuries many will have read Jesus’s words with 
the popular understanding.3 This is, however, by no means the only way his words 
have been taken, especially the words “I will come again.” For instance, a glance at 
the Ancient Christian Commentary series shows that for the most part, the sources 
cited there take Jesus’s words “I will come again” to refer to Christ’s second coming.4 
Cyril of Alexandria explicitly states that Jesus’s words speak of “the renewal of all 
things,” and Cyril adduces 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18 in support of this eschatological 
understanding.5 

In preparing this essay, I also consulted fifteen (relatively) modern commentaries 
on the Gospel of John.6 None of them embraces the popular understanding of “I 
will come again” simpliciter. Four of the authors assert that Jesus’s “coming again” 
does not refer to “one single act,” but to multiple comings, only one of which could 
be the Lord’s taking a believer’s soul to heaven.7 Ten writers conclude that Jesus’s 
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words about coming again refer to the 
second coming.8 Several in this latter 
cluster of authors explicitly reject the 
popular understanding regarding the 
death of the believer.9 One writer 
concludes that “I will come again” 
refers to Jesus’s post-resurrection 
Easter appearances.10 Assuming this 
random sampling of commentaries is 
somewhat representative, clearly the 
popular understanding of John 14:2–3 
is hardly universal and may be held by 
a small minority.

Several other observations actually tell against the popular view. In the first place, 
the prior context fails to support or suggest it. In brief, in the verses leading up to 
14:2–3, in the upper room Jesus has predicted his own coming death and told the 
apostles that he is going where they cannot come: “Where I am going you cannot 
come” (13:33) and “Where I am going you cannot follow me now, but you will 
follow afterwards” (13:36). Peter shows his ignorance: “Lord, why can’t I follow you 
now? I will lay down my life for you” (13:37). The irony is thick. Jesus is going to lay 
down his life for Peter and for all; as for Peter, “the rooster will not crow till you have 
denied me three times” (13:38). D. A. Carson makes the appropriate point directly; 
only Jesus’s death is in view. Jesus is going to the cross.11

In the second place, later in chapter 14 it seems relatively clear that Jesus again 
refers to his death on the cross, and likely to his resurrection on the third day as well 
(14:18–20)12:

I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you. Yet a little while and 
the world will see me no more, but you will see me. Because I live, you 
also will live. In that day you will know that I am in my Father and 
you in me, and I in you.

Assuming that Jesus’s words initially apply to the lives of the apostles, it seems 
almost perverse to deny a reference to Jesus’s death and resurrection. Jesus may be 
referring to more than that, but he is surely referring to Good Friday and Easter. 
If that is the case, then there is an emphasis both before and after 14:2–3 on the 
events close at hand, beginning with Jesus’s betrayal and Peter’s denial. Moreover, it is 
extremely unlikely that “the day” when the apostles will know the mutual indwelling 
of Son and Father with the believer (14:20, “that I am in my Father and you in me, 
and I in you”) is the day of the believer’s own death. 

My point here is simply that the promise of dying and going to heaven, as true 

My point here is simply 
that the promise of dying 

and going to heaven, as true 
as it is, seems absent from 

the context, whereas Jesus’s 
death and resurrection are 

prominently displayed. 
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as it is (cf. Phil 1:22–23), seems absent from the context, whereas Jesus’s death and 
resurrection (and the sending of the Spirit) are prominently displayed. 

Having suggested that the near context of John 14:2–3 does not support the 
popular understanding, I can proceed to the positive presentation of this essay. I will 
consider two themes in John that bear upon the interpretation of Jesus’s words here. 
The first theme articulates Jesus’s identity as the new temple, that is, as the proper 
fulfillment of the OT institutions of tabernacle and temple. Jesus begins the hope 
of a new eschatological temple in his own person. The second motif is the Gospel’s 
depiction of Jesus’s entire ministry as a “journey” from God the Father and back to 
God the Father.

Jesus as the “new Temple” in John
John’s Gospel proclaims that Jesus fulfills or brings to their goals various institutions 
of the Old Testament; this includes the OT tabernacle/temple.13 I will offer brief 
comments on John 1:14, 51; 4:16–24; 7:37–39; and 2:13–22. 

John 1:14

This theme first occurs in the Gospel at John 1:14, “And the Word became flesh and 
dwelt (ἐσκήνωσεν) among us and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son 
from the Father, full of grace and truth.” So many have noted the implications of 
this verse for “temple Christology” that there is no need to elaborate. Paul Hoskyns 
comments, “As the introduction to Jesus’s fulfillment and replacement of the Temple, 
John 1:14 anticipates the development of this theme in the Fourth Gospel.”14 God’s 
unique presence in the world and his saving and protecting glory on behalf of his 
people are now found in the flesh of Jesus, in his body.15 Here in the prologue, John is 
introducing crucial themes that his Gospel will develop, and that includes Jesus as the 
new temple.

John 1:51

Often cited as part of this theme is John 1:51. Nathaniel has confessed, “Rabbi, you 
are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” Jesus replies, “Truly, truly, I say to 
you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending on 
the Son of Man.” An allusion to Jacob’s dream in Genesis 28:10–22 at Bethel (“house 
of God”) is undeniable. There is a much greater scholarly disagreement, however, over 
how Jesus’s words express a “new temple” or “divine presence” Christology.16 Without 
parsing the particulars of those discussions, one scholar’s comment can suffice to 
connect John 1:51 to the broader theme of Jesus as the new temple. Taking 1:14, 
16–18 and 1:51 together, Hoskyns summarizes: 



Gibbs, Already Dwelling in the Father's House ... 17

In these verses Jesus emerges as the one who is able to reveal the Father 
in heaven and as the locus of divine revelation. Their presentation of 
Jesus as the locus of divine revelation suggests that he brings about the 
climax of the pattern whereby God speaks to his people at the “house 
of God.” Jesus therefore fulfills a purpose associated with Bethel [in Gn 
28:12], the Tabernacle, and the Temple. By implication, he is a suitable 
replacement for these holy places.17 

John 4:16–24

Skipping over John 2:13–22 for the moment, Jesus’s words to the Samaritan woman 
present another complex text, the depths of which are beyond the purposes of this 
brief survey. It is clear, however, that Jesus reveals to the woman that the eschatological 
hour has arrived in his own person. In Jesus himself has come the “now” of a new 
“place” where the Father is to be worshipped, rendering obsolete the division between 
Jews who worshipped on Mt. Zion and Samaritans who worshipped on Mt. Gerizim.18 
As Messiah, Jesus has announced these things to the woman (4:25–26).

John 7:37–39

Jesus’s teaching in John 7:37–39 at the divinely ordained Feast of Tabernacles also 
contributes to temple Christology in John, especially in terms of the hope in early 
Judaism for a new, eschatological temple in the latter days.19 In Jesus’s day the Feast 
of Tabernacles featured a daily water-pouring ceremony at the base of the altar of 
sacrifice; this ceremony was not mandated in the OT itself. Nonetheless, it was a 
prominent feature of the festival and toward the end of the eight-day feast there 
was a final climactic pouring of water.20 Prophecies such as Ezekiel 47 (the water 
flowing from the future restored temple) and Isaiah 12:3–4a (“With joy you will 
draw water from the wells of salvation, and you will say in that day . . .”) likely are 
coming together in John 7, expanding Jesus’s earlier teaching that he is the source of 
living water (Jn 4). At the least, John 7:37–39 proclaims that Jesus himself will be the 
source of living water that would flow out from God’s future temple.21 John 7:37–39, 
then, contributes to the theme; Jesus will perform the functions of the promised 
future temple in the latter days.

John 2:13–22 

The “Jesus as the new temple” theme is seen most explicitly in John 2:13–22. At 
Passover, Jesus went into the temple courtyard (τὸ ἱερόν) and symbolically ended 
the entire sacrificial system.22 He denounces the leadership and the corruption they 
have promoted: “Don’t make the house of my Father a house of trade” (2:16). The 
evangelist’s citation of Psalm 69:9 underscores Jesus’s words; the temple (ἱερόν, 2:14, 
15) is “your house,” that is, the house of God (2:17).23 When opponents demand 
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a sign to validate Jesus’s radical action, his language shifts: “Destroy this sanctuary 
(ναός) and in three days I will raise it up.” Despite the shift from ἱερόν to ναός, the 
opponents’ incredulous response shows that they do not think Jesus has shifted the 
focus; in their minds ναός (like οἶκος) refers to the ἱερόν, the sanctuary proper along 
with the courtyards, that is, to the entire building project begun decades before under 
the reign of Herod I. 

Jesus has shifted the focus, however, but in a hidden way. The evangelist explains: 
“But he was speaking of the sanctuary (ναός) of his body” (2:21). To be sure, the 
leadership of the Jerusalem temple stands under judgment. More importantly, 
however, in light of Jesus’s ministry as the new temple, the old will pass away. 
Crucified and raised from the dead, Jesus’s body will be the new temple for God’s 
people (2:22). A syllogism expresses the stunning conclusion to be drawn: (1) the 
Jerusalem temple was on earth the house of Jesus’s Father; (2) in a greater way, Jesus’s 
own body has fulfilled and now takes the place of the temple; (3) therefore, Jesus’s 
body is the house of God, the house of his Father.24 This Christology is clear and 
front-loaded in the narrative. It cannot but inform the reading of John 14:2–3, and 
that because of at least three connections between the two texts.

First and most obviously the texts are connected by the repeated phrase “the 
house of my Father,” the only two times in the Gospel the phrase occurs.25 If in 
John 2:16–17 both Jesus himself and Psalm 69:9 (LXX 69:10) refer to the Jerusalem 
temple (and its courtyards) as “my Father’s/God’s house,” this early reference in the 
narrative will help the reader to answer the question raised in John 14:2, namely, 
what is “the house of my Father” in which there are many abiding-rooms? 

The settings common to 2:13–22 and 14:2–3 provide the second connection. 
Both texts occur at Passover-tide and in Jerusalem close to the temple precincts (2:13 
and 13:1). In John 2, the corrupted sacrificial system has come under judgment from 
the one who is himself the new temple. In John 14, Jesus is about to offer his life as 
the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world (1:29, 36). 

Third, in each of these two texts Jesus cryptically predicts his death and 
resurrection, but no one understands what he is saying. In John 2:21, the evangelist 
decodes the cypher; “destroy” and “I will raise it” are made transparent when John 
writes, “But he was speaking about the temple of his body.” In John 14:2–3 (or so I 
will argue), “I will go to prepare a place for you” and “I will come again and take you 
to myself ” also refer to the cross and the empty tomb, but none of the apostles in the 
upper room understand Jesus at all. 

Much more could be said about the theme of Jesus as the new temple in John. All 
of the references above precede John 14 in the narrative, and I am contending that they 
nudge John’s hearers/readers to understand John 14:2–3 in a certain way. I now take up 
a description of Jesus’s “journey” in John’s Gospel, and specifically how his movement to 
the cross “fits” as part of that journey. I will also suggest that Jesus’s journey is his alone; 
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the only real movement of the disciples in John is a following after Jesus in faith, having 
come to (or been drawn to) him, which is also to say, to his Father. 

Jesus’s journey in John
In simplest and broadest terms Jesus’s journey in John is three-fold. First, Jesus 
descends from God (Jn 8:42; 13:3; cf. “from heaven,” 3:13, 31; 6:38).26 Second, his 
coming down into and being in the world is for the purpose of doing his Father’s will 
(Jn 1:9; 6:38; 9:5; 11:27; 12:27); his repeated journeys to Jerusalem are part of this 
second phase of the overall movement.27 Third, Jesus will ascend or go back to God 
his Father (Jn 6:62; 7:33; 13:3) and the Father will send the Paraclete to the apostles 
(14:16, 26).28 Although the return to God the Father is repeatedly predicted, the 
Gospel does not actually narrate its completion; there is no ascension scene as there is 
in Luke-Acts. The entire basic sequence is visible, for example, in the opening verses 
of John 13, and especially verse 3: “Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things 
into his hands, and that he had come from God and was going back to God . . .”

Two observations regarding the journey are needed here. First, the final segment 
of Jesus’s journey, namely, the return/ascent to the Father, could be said to begin in 
the proper sense as Jesus approaches his being lifted up in glory, that is, when his 
hour had come (12:23; 13:1). This refers in the first place to the paradoxical glory of 
his crucifixion (Jn 12:27–33). It is also important, however, to emphasize that Jesus’s 
journey does not move straight from the cross “all the way” back to his Father. Jesus’s 
journey back to the Father entails his departure to the cross, followed by his return 
in rising from the dead, and finally culminating in his ascension (again, not narrated 
in John). Sufficient support for emphasizing Easter as a distinct “sub-movement” 
in Jesus’s return to the Father occurs in Jesus’s words to Mary Magdalene in John 
20:17, “Do not cling to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father.” Crucified 
and risen from the dead, Jesus has not yet completed the journey back to heaven, to 
the Father. His appearances, then, to Mary on Easter morning, to the ten on Easter 
evening, to the eleven (including Thomas) one week later, and to the seven in Galilee 
all take place as part of the final movement back to the Father. Indeed, although John 
strongly emphasizes the paradoxical glory of Jesus’s death by crucifixion, in John it 
is also Jesus’s glory to be raised from the dead.29  As Jesus himself said, the very purpose 
(ἵνα) for which he lays down his life is that he might take it up again (10:17), and the 
authority he has to lay down  his life and to take his life up again up is the command 
he received from the Father (10:18).

Second, Jesus’s journey in John is just that: his journey and his alone. The 
disciples are nowhere described as accompanying Jesus on his journey, and in a sense, 
the disciples “move” or “travel” very little in this Gospel. They certainly are never 
said to have come from God or from heaven, although they are born from above (Jn 
3). Nor will the disciples ascend to God as Jesus will; to the contrary, Jesus declares 
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that they will not be able to follow him, and that he is going away and is going to 
leave them in order that the Paraclete may come (14:25–26; 16:7). The Father will 
leave the disciples in the world, rather than take them out of it (17:15) and at the 
end of the Gospel, Jesus sends them into the world, just as the Father had sent him 
(20:21). While they are in the world, the “movements” made by his disciples consist 
of coming to Jesus (5:40; 6:37, 65; 7:37), being drawn to him (6:44; 12:33) and to 
the Father (14:6), and in being drawn they follow Jesus (8:12; 10:27; 21:19) as those 
who remain in the Father’s hand (10:27–30). There is no indication (setting aside the 
interpretation of John 14:2–3 for the moment) anywhere in John that Jesus takes or 
will take the disciples away to another place. To the contrary—he leaves them in the 
world, and on the last day he will raise them from the dead.30

These two larger themes in John’s Gospel—Jesus’s identity as the new temple 
and the contours of Jesus’s journey from God and back to God—inform the 
interpretation of John 14:2–3. The final preparatory step in this essay’s argument will 
be a scan of the near context both before and after 14:2–3.

Observations from the near context

John 13:1–38

John 13 repeatedly highlights Jesus’s movement toward the cross and empty tomb 
as part of his journey back to the Father. The evangelist’s introduction highlights 
the setting of Passover, the self-giving love of Jesus, and the journey (13:1–3). The 
foot-washing scene (13:4–20) is a visual prophecy of Jesus’s own coming death and 
resurrection,31 as well as a call for the apostles to imitate their master’s example 
(ὑπόδειγμα, 13:15) of sacrificial love. The Lord knows full well they do not 
understand; he acts and speaks “[so] that when it does take place you may believe that 
I am he” (13:19).

In 13:21–30, following the foot-washing, Jesus predicts betrayal by one of the 
apostles. Though Judas is marked out by Jesus’s words to him, and Satan enters into 
Judas, the other apostles still show no understanding. It was night, John announces, 
and in one sense the disciples are all in the dark (13:30).

John 13:31–38 completes the run-up to our text. Announcing that his own (and 
the Father’s) glorification is at hand, Jesus tells the disciples that he will be with them 
for a little while (13:33, ἔτι μικρόν), but then they will not be able to follow where 
he is going. He repeats the love command, central to his teaching that night. Peter 
asks where Jesus is going, and the Lord replies, “Where I am going you cannot follow 
me now, but you will follow me later.” In ironic ignorance, Peter claims to be able to 
follow Jesus on that night, to the point of laying down his life for him. Jesus declares 
that Peter will deny him three times before the rooster crows. Only later (ὕστερον) 
will Peter follow Jesus (13:36–38).
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What direction does this prior context provide for 14:2–3? The most obvious 
answer is also the crucial and sufficient one. The death of Jesus—anticipated, 
promised, and misunderstood—controls the context. Jesus is going where only he 
can go—to his glory on the cross. None of them can follow him to that glory, to that 
place where he will take off his clothes, his dignity, his majesty, that is, lay down his 
life for them; all this will take place in a little while.

But Jesus isn’t going only to the cross. He will put on his clothes, his dignity, his 
majesty again, taking up his life on the third day.32 As Jesus promised, later Peter will 
follow him, and these words come true at the end of the Gospel. That night Peter did 
not follow; he denied Jesus three times. But after he has taken up his life again, Jesus’s 
three-fold question and restoring commission bring about reconciliation: “Follow 
me” (21:19). John 13 underscores Jesus’s coming death and resurrection.

John 14:4–31

John 14:4–14 is structured around questions from Thomas and Philip, and by Jesus’s 
responses. It all is sparked by Jesus’s statement, “And you know the way where I am 
going” (14:4). Thomas speaks more truth than he knows: “Lord, we do not know 
where you are going. How can we know the way?” Standing before them, Jesus 
himself is already the way, truth, and life; he alone gives access to the Father. To know 
Jesus is to know his Father. Philip, joining Thomas in incomprehension, says “Show 
us the Father.” He has Jesus before him, and since Jesus is in the Father and the 
Father in Jesus, Philip’s question shows only his failure to understand. These verses 
emphasize access to the Father that is already present in Jesus, and the profound 
mutual unity of the Son and the Father. 

John 14:15–26 contains the first promise of the Spirit/Paraclete (14:15–17). 
Jesus then speaks of movements: his own movement but also of the Father (14:18–
24). Then his words return to promising the Spirit (14:25–26). Jesus will depart, and 
that will enable the giving of the Spirit, but his departure will not make the disciples 
orphans. No, Jesus will come to them. Though the world will not see him, the 
disciples will, “and because I live you also will live” (14:19). Then they will understand 
the mutual unity of Son and Father. Even more, Father and Son will come to the 
believer and make an abiding-room with him or her. When the Father sends the 
Spirit, the latter will remind the apostles of all that Jesus has said. Given the course of 
the Gospel’s narrative itself, the sequence of divine movements (at least in relation to 
the apostles in the upper room) will be Jesus’s departure, then his return, and then the 
giving of the Spirit and the coming of Father and Son to the believer.33 

The last section of this chapter (14:27–31) begins with consolation and an 
invitation not to be troubled or afraid. This is grounded in the promise that Jesus will 
leave, return, and then complete his journey to the Father.34 Although these words 
should comfort, the disciples don’t understand that Jesus’s going away and his coming 
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to them is integral to Jesus’s journey to the Father (14:28b). As I suggested above, 
Jesus’s journey to the Father entails his movement to the cross as well as his return to 
his followers in the post-resurrection appearances of John 20–21, culminating in his 
return to the Father from whom he had come.

Summary of near context
What does the nearer context of John 14:2–3 emphasize? John 13:1–38 strongly 
points forward to the goal of the entire narrative, to wit, the death and resurrection 
of Jesus. Everything points in that direction: the laying down and taking up of the 
foot-washing, the darkness of Judas’s perfidy and the disciples’ ignorance, and Peter’s 
failure to see that he cannot now follow Jesus to the place where only the Lord will go 
and after which Peter will later follow. As the hearer/reader continues seamlessly into 
John 14, he or she is prepared for more teaching that pertains directly to Jesus’s death 
and resurrection.

In John 14:4–31, the emphasis on Jesus’s death and resurrection continues, but 
it also lengthens out owing chiefly to the promise that the Spirit will be sent; this looks 
past Good Friday and Easter morning.35 Before the Spirit is mentioned, however, 
Jesus emphasizes (14:4–14) that he is already the way, truth, and life, and that the 
relationship of Jesus the Son with his Father is exclusive and exclusively salvific. To 
see the Son is to see the Father; the Son is in the Father, and vice versa. Taking this 
emphasis into account, it is hard to see how 14:2–3 can be read as if “the house of my 
Father” were some other place to which Jesus would need to journey. I am building a 
case, of course, to support the view that Jesus is the Father’s house, the new temple.

The sending of the Spirit is closely related to Jesus’s journey away from and back 
to the disciples; also promised is the coming of Father and Son to make an abiding-
place within the believer (14:23).26 The sending of the Spirit and the coming of 
Father and Son to make a room within believers take place after Jesus’s own journey 
back to the Father has been completed. As part of that journey, Jesus will leave the 
disciples and return to them (14:18–19). Carson is on target in taking these words 
to refer to the cross and the empty tomb.37 The same understanding of 14:28 seems 
likely; Jesus’s movement to the cross and out of the tomb are essential to the final 
return to the Father, and they happen before the sending of the Spirit. The sequence, 
then, would be (1) Jesus’s departure from and return to the disciples, (2) Jesus’s fully 
completed return to the Father, and (3) the sending of the Spirit, which may at the 
same time refer also to the coming of Father and Son to make their abiding-room in 
the believer.38 

I have spent considerable space laying necessary groundwork for a contextual 
reading of John 14:2–3. In turning now to those verses in light of this context, two 
questions will remain in primary focus: (1) what is the “house of my Father,” and (2) 
when will Jesus come again to the disciples and what will he do for them?
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Exegesis of John 14:2–3

Translation and notes

In the house of my Father are many abiding-rooms.39 If [this had] not [been so], I 
would have told you,40 because41 I am going to prepare a place for you. And if I go 
and prepare a place for you, again I will come42 and I will receive43 you to myself, in 
order that where I myself am, you yourselves also may be.44 

Commentary on 14:2

As a first comment, note that Jesus’s words supply the reason the disciples should find 
peace for their hearts, troubled by the news of the Master’s imminent departure and 
return, and by the prediction of Peter’s coming denial (13:36–38). Jesus here also 
begins to provide the basis for why the apostles should be able to believe in God and 
in Jesus himself (14:1).45 Accordingly, one should mentally insert “because” at the 
beginning of verse 2, “. . . believe also in me [because] in the house of my Father there 
are many abiding-places . . .” The words of promise in 14:2–3 are tied tightly to the 
near context, and in the first place they address the distress of the disciples that night 
in the upper room.

The initial phrase in 14:2 raises the most important question of interpretation: 
to what does Jesus refer with the words “the house of my Father”? Viewed against the 
backdrop of the OT, the two most likely answers are (1) God’s dwelling in heaven, or 
(2) the temple on earth in some sense. That Jesus’s phrase could refer to God’s dwelling 
in heaven is certainly not out of the question. The general concept of God dwelling in 
the heavens is broadly biblical. Although it is rare in the OT46 for heaven specifically 
to be called God’s “house” or God’s “temple,” the usage does occur. James McCaffery 
draws attention to Micah 1:2 where the MT terms heaven as “his holy temple” 
  and LXX renders this phrase “his holy house” (οἶκος ἅγιος αὐτοῦ).47  (ֵהיַכל ָקְדשֹו)
Apparently relying on the general truth that God dwells in heaven, then, the strong 
majority of commentators find in John 14:2 a reference to God’s heavenly dwelling 
place; for some it seems so self-evident that they offer no positive argument in favor.48 

Against this majority view, however, there are two strong reasons to conclude 
that “the house of my Father” not only expresses “temple language,” but also in this 
context the phrase refers specifically to Jesus himself as the new temple.49 These 
reasons are (1) the ways that OT testimony about (the tabernacle and) the temple 
intersect with Jesus’s words in 14:2–3, as well as (2) the influences from John itself 
that have already been surveyed above. Note three aspects of the OT background. 

First is the matter of specific and extremely common wording. In the Old 
Testament LXX the phrase οἶκος (τοῦ θεοῦ) so often refers to the place where Israel’s 
God is uniquely present on the earth that the phrase acts as “a fixed term for the 
sanctuary or temple.”50 One sees a double example of this, of course, in John 2:16–17 
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when Jesus and the citation from Psalm 69:9 both name the Jerusalem temple as 
God’s “house.” Moreover, recall the settings of John 14:2–3. In the upper room Jesus 
is speaking at Passover time when temple sacrifices are especially in view, and in 
Jerusalem at a location that cannot be far from the (literal) temple. In terms of OT 
expression and the settings of John 14, for Jesus the only Son to refer to “the house of 
my Father” would almost certainly be “temple language” in the ears of the apostles 
and of John’s hearers/readers.51 

Second, consider how the two OT themes—God’s dwelling in the heavens and 
the earthly temple as the house of God—function differently. On the one hand, the 
truth that God dwells in heaven provides primarily a contrast to the earth and to the 
realm of humanity; it emphasizes the distance between the two.52 The highest heaven 
is the abode of God alone, from which he looks down to see human affairs (Ps 33:13–
14; Is 63:15). This is why God’s people plead to him to come down to redeem.53 

God’s people do not dwell there, nor does their future entail such a promise. The 
saving God of the OT who dwells in the heavens saves precisely by coming down.

On the other hand, the OT’s testimony concerning the tabernacle or temple as 
the house of God emphasizes the gracious truth of God’s nearness among his people. 
Solomon’s dedicatory prayer, to give only the most obvious example, juxtaposes these 
two OT themes. God indeed dwells in the heavens—though even such a claim can’t 
literally be true! (1 Kgs 8:27). Nonetheless in prayer Solomon pleads with God to 
dwell in Jerusalem in “this house” that he has built for God’s name to be present, for 
the sake of that name, and for the sake of all who pray toward “this house” (1 Kgs 
8:20, 27, 29, 33, 38, 42, 43, 44, 48).

 Jesus’s words in John 14:2–3 find a natural “fit” with the OT emphasis on God’s 
nearness to his people through his dwelling in the temple. Jesus will prepare for the 
disciples many abiding-rooms in the house of his Father. After he so prepares, they 
will find a place for themselves therein when he receives them to himself, and where 
Jesus is, there they will be as well. This is a strong promise of nearness, of finding 
a place close to Jesus and to his Father. This fit makes it more likely that the OT 
background that informs Jesus’s words about “the house of my Father” is related to 

the truth of God’s nearness to his 
people in the temple on the earth.

Closely related to this second 
point, a third OT emphasis pertains, 
especially since Jesus promises that 
there are many abiding-rooms in that 
house/temple. That third OT emphasis 
is the longing, expressed in the Psalms, 
that believers may dwell in God’s 
house, in the temple, in the “courts 

The “house of my Father” 
refers cryptically to Jesus 
himself, to his own body as 
the location of God’s new 
temple-presence in  
the world.
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of the Lord.” There refuge can be found, and solace, and refreshment: “One thing 
have I asked of the LORD, that will I seek after: that I may dwell in the house of the 
LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD and to inquire 
in his temple” (Ps 27:4).54 This theme is duplicated in Jesus’s words in John 14:2. The 
temple(s) in Jerusalem originally had chambers or rooms that were part of the literal 
temple complex. In a greater fashion, many abiding-rooms will be part of the new 
eschatological temple which is Jesus himself.55 

Thus, the OT in several ways supports a temple reference in John 14:2–3, 
namely, through (1) the fixed and formulaic designation of the earthly temple as “the 
house of God,” (2) the promise of God’s nearness to his people at “his house” on the 
earth, and (3) the desire of believers to dwell in the courts of the Lord, that is, in the 
temple, there to find protection and wisdom and beauty.56 These three features from 
the OT, I would urge, guide the reader/hearer in understanding Jesus’s words about 
abiding-rooms in “the house of my Father.”

In terms of support in the Gospel of John for taking “the house of my Father” 
as a reference to Jesus’s own body, the brief survey of John’s “temple Christology” 
above suffices to show its importance.57 The OT themes and John’s own Christology 
combine to answer the most important question presented by John 14:2–3. The 
“house of my Father” refers cryptically to Jesus himself, to his own body as the 
location of God’s new temple-presence in the world.58 Jesus manifests God’s temple-
glory (1:14; 5:44; 17:5, 22); he is the place where God’s templing-name is present 
to save (12:28; 17:6, 26). In a way greater than the literal temple, there are many 
abiding-rooms in Jesus himself where his disciples may dwell. They will be in him, 
and he in them like (to shift metaphors as Jesus himself does) branches in a vine. 

The final clause of verse 2 needs a brief comment. The words “because I am 
going to prepare a place for you” should not be glossed as “I am going there (i.e., to 
the house of my Father) to prepare a place59 for you.” Rather, Jesus is going where he 
has been saying that he is going in chapter 13. He is going to the cross, to lay down his 
life.60 In so doing and in coming again as risen from the dead, he will prepare a place 
of refuge and peace and refreshment for his disciples in the new temple, in himself.61 

Commentary on 14:3

In verse 3, Jesus repeats his intention to go to the cross to prepare a place in himself 
for his disciples, further promising that he will then come again to receive them to 
himself. If Jesus is going to the cross, then the next stage on his journey is to return in 
his resurrected, glorified body to his followers. With others, then, I take “I will come 
again” as a reference to Christ’s resurrection from the dead, his taking up of his life 
that he freely laid down.62

Notice that, if I may emphasize this point again, Jesus is doing virtually all of 
the moving around. He goes to prepare a place, he comes again. Later in John 14 
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Jesus similarly emphasizes divine 
movements when he speaks of his 
leaving and returning, of the Spirit 
being sent, and especially of the 
Father and the Son together coming 
to make their abiding-place with 
believers (14:23). The only movement 
on the part of the disciples is as being 

received to Jesus, coming to Jesus.63 There is nothing that speaks of Jesus taking the 
disciples anywhere.64 In fact, the purpose for his coming again is that they may be 
where he is, finding their place in him after he comes again to them. That all of this 
will be accomplished through Jesus’s death (his leaving them for a little while) and 
his resurrection (his coming again to them) is underscored by the strongly parallel 
expression in John 12:32–33: “‘And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw 
all people to myself.’ He said this to show by what kind of death he was going to 
die.”65 On the cross, Jesus will draw all to himself; risen from the dead, Jesus will 
receive his disciples to himself. The result is that where Jesus is, there his disciples 
will be, following him (12:26; 17:24). This means as well that his disciples, in being 
received to Jesus and by him, will also come to the Father (14:6) who is also the one 
who draws people to Jesus (6:44).

In the first place, then, Jesus’s words “I will come again and receive you to 
myself ” refer to his post-resurrection appearances in John 20 to Mary, to the ten 
in the locked room, to the eleven a week later (including Thomas), and in John 21 
to the seven disciples.66 In Galilee Jesus’s words to Simon Peter in 13:38, “You will 
follow me afterward” come true: “And after saying this, [Jesus] said to [Simon], 
‘Follow me’” (Jn 21:19).

In the second place, however, Jesus’s words “I will come again and receive you to 
myself ” refer also to the sending of the Holy Spirit about which Jesus speaks in the 
remainder of John 14. This double reference occurs several times in John 14:15–31. 
It is, to be sure, a double reference, applying in the first case to the apostles and others 
who were the first to receive the fruit of Jesus’s promise, “Because I live, you also will 
live” (14:19). The apostles are the ones to whom Jesus first said, “Receive the Holy 
Spirit” (20:22). 

The promise that Jesus will receive disciples to himself, however, extends out 
into succeeding generations. Jesus is going to the Father (14:12, 28), that is to say, 
he will ascend into heaven. It seems likely that John’s Gospel implies that along with 
the gift of the Spirit to the apostles (20:22), another sending of the Spirit (i.e., at 
Pentecost) will apply to all subsequent generations of disciples to whom the Father 
and the Son will come and make an abiding-room (14:23). Further, the Spirit is the 
one who causes the words of Jesus to be remembered. This Spirit will come to future 

The promise that Jesus will 
receive disciples to himself, 
however, extends out into 
succeeding generations.
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generations of believers who “will believe in me through their word” (17:20). Jesus’s 
promise, then, avails (albeit indirectly) for the generations who believe through the 
apostolic word: “I will receive you to myself so that where I am, you may be also.” All 
believers are in Christ; all believers already have their abiding-rooms in the house of 
Jesus’s Father, in the temple who is Jesus himself. 

Conclusion and homiletical direction
Jesus’s words in John 14:2–3 manifest the realized or inaugurated eschatology of 
John’s Gospel. Specifically, these verses express John’s theme of Jesus as the new or 
eschatological temple. He himself is the house of his Father; this is why so often 
he speaks of his utter unity with the Father, of being in the Father and the Father 
being in him, and so forth. As God’s true temple, Jesus fulfills in greater fashion the 
functions of the first temple and in him, the longing of the psalmists to dwell in the 
courts of the Lord finds its fruition. 
Beginning with Mary Magdalene and 
the apostles, the crucified and risen 
Jesus comes to them to draw them to 
himself in faith. Being drawn to Jesus, 
disciples begin to dwell in the house 
of the Father, finding atonement for 
sin and grace and glory and beauty 
and protection and truth. The Lord’s 
promise continues to come true in 
the generations that hear the Spirit-
directed word of the apostles. Others believe, and they also find an abiding-room in 
the Father’s house. Indeed, the Father and Son come and make their abiding-room 
with believers wherever the apostolic word is believed. 

This understanding of John 14:2–3 is certainly “preachable,” whether during 
the Easter season or at a Christian’s funeral. In the latter context the pastor would 
have to consider the popular understanding, and gently suggest this more contextual 
meaning. One can easily do that, however, in a “the good news is better than you 
even realized” fashion. We don’t have to wait until death to find a place in the Father’s 
house. Already the longing of the psalmist has come true for us. That nearness and 
protection and forgiveness and beauty was already God’s gift beginning from our 
conversion, from the new life that began in baptism.

Such a sermon could emphasize the power of the present gift of eternal life, a 
power far greater than even the great enemy of death. In this proclamation, the power 
of death can be fully acknowledged. We feel powerless in the face of death, and in 
fact we are. We can’t stop it; we can’t reverse it. It’s a sign of the brokenness of the 
world, and of our own incompleteness—even for the beloved children of God. We 

We don’t have to wait until 
death to find a place in the 

Father’s house. Already the 
longing of the psalmist has 

come true for us.
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a virtually identical view as Alford. C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John: An Introduction with 
Commentary and Notes on the Greek Text, 2nd ed. (Louisville, KY: Westminster, 1978), 457, avers that 
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die because we are sinners, still. And death alienates us from one another, even from 
ourselves, and leaves us alone. We feel alone.

Despite its alienating power, however, death cannot take away the promise that 
eternal life has begun, indeed, that we already have a place with God that began 
long ago—when first we were given a place in Jesus. For he is the Father’s house; 
he is where the Father can be found. He is the source of all of the temple-blessings 
that God gives: forgiveness, safety, life. We confidently hope in the promise of life 
that death has not destroyed and cannot destroy. So strong is that life in Jesus that 
one day, just as Christ took up his life again in victory, we who have died will do the 
same. For we already have abiding-rooms, a place in the Father’s house, that is, in 
Jesus our Savior. 
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Jesus’s words refer primarily to the Second Coming, but also to the death of a believer. The complex view 
of Raymond Brown, The Gospel According to John (xiii-xxi): Introduction, Translation, and Notes (New 
York: Doubleday, 1970) 626, arises from his source-critical conclusions regarding John. In the earliest layer 
of tradition, according to Brown, Jesus’s words will have referred to his Parousia that was expected to 
happen “soon after his death.” When the Parousia was in fact delayed and did not happen, then “a possible 
reinterpretation” of Jesus’s words came to refer to the death of a believer.

8 F. F. Bruce, The Gospel of John: Introduction, Commentary, and Notes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 
298; D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 488; Edward W. Klink 
III, John (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016), 616; Köstenberger, John, 427; R. C. H. Lenski, The 
Interpretation of St. John’s Gospel (Columbus, OH: Wartburg, 1956), 974; J. Ramsey Michaels, The Gospel 
of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 771-772; Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of John (Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press, 1998), 394; Leon Morris, The Gospel according to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1971), 639; Herman N. Ridderbos, The Gospel according to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 1997), 
489–490; Charles H. Talbert, Reading John (New York: Crossroads, 1992), 204.

9 Carson, 488, comments, “On the face of it, however, the only death in the context is that of Jesus . . .” See 
also Lenski, 974, and Keener, John, 2.938.

10 Keener, John, 2.930, writes, “ . . . by his death, Jesus is going to prepare a place in the Father’s presence and 
will return after the resurrection as their way to the Father’s presence.” 

11 Carson, John, 488.
12 The intervening verses (Jn 14:4–17) do not in any way refer to the disciples’ dying and going to heaven. 

Rather, they emphasize present eschatology in that Jesus is already the way, truth, and the life, and that he 
and the Father are in one another now. 

13 See Bruce G. Schuchard, “Temple, Festivals, and Scripture in the Gospel of John,” in Judith Lieu and 
Martinus de Boer, eds, The Oxford Handbook of Johannine Studies. (Oxford, UK: Oxford, 2018), 381–383, 
for a helpful overview of recent scholarship. Recent full-length treatments of this topic include Jacob 
Chanikuzhy, Jesus, the Eschatological Temple: An Exegetical Study of Jn 2,13-22 in the Light of the Pre-70 
C.E. Eschatological Temple Hopes and the Synoptic Temple Action (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters, 2012); Mary 
L. Coloe, PBVM, God Dwells with Us: Temple Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel (Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 2001); Paul M. Hoskyns, Jesus as the Fulfillment of the Temple in the Gospel of John 
(Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2006); Alan R. Kerr, The Temple of Jesus’s Body: The Temple Theme in the 
Gospel of John (Salem, WI: Sheffield, 2002); James McCaffrey O.C.D., The House with Many Rooms: The 
Temple Theme of Jn. 14,2–3 (Rome: Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1988).

14 Hoskyns, Fulfillment, 125. Mary L. Coloe, “Temple Imagery in John,” Interpretation (October 2009): 370, 
observes concerning John 1:14, “The choice of the terms [σκηνόω and δόξα] to describe the incarnation, 
evokes long traditions of God’s presence in Israel’s midst and the physical symbols for that presence—the 
ark, the tabernacle, and the temple.” See also Kerr, Temple, 123, who summarizes part of the message of 
John 1:14: “A new Tent of Meeting will be established in the person of Jesus whose glory will be 
manifested to all who have eyes to see it (2.11).”

15 William C. Weinrich, John 1:1–7:1 (Concordia Publishing House, 2015), 180, comments on John 1:14: 
“In the person of Jesus, the glory of God will once more be seen; in him the new temple will be erected; in 
him a new obedient people will be gathered; and in him a perfected worship in truth and Spirit will be 
initiated (cf. Jn 2:11, 18–22; 4:23–24; 9:1–38; 14:9; 19:35).” (Emphasis added.)

16 Weinrich, John 1:1–7:1, 290, observes, “John 1:51 has proven somewhat of a crux for modern commen-
tary, and the passage has received widely different interpretations.”

17 Hoskyns, Fulfillment, 135.
18 Weinrich, John 1:1–7:1, 502, comments on the Christocentric nature of worshipping the Father in Spirit 

and in truth: “It is by his Spirit that God relates to man, makes himself known to man, begets those who 
are his children, and bring sinners to faith. Since all of that is so, it is necessary that those who worship 
God, who is spirit, worship him “in Spirit and Truth” (Jn 4:23–24), that is, as those who have been 
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begotten from above of water and the Spirit (Jn 3:3–8) and as his children live that life of the Spirit 
revealed and proffered in the incarnate Word, who as the Son of the Father is the Truth (Jn 14:6; 17:17; cf. 
Jn 18:37)” (emphasis added).

19 For this expectation in early Judaism, see Chanikuzhy, Jesus, the Eschatological Temple, 16–43; also, 
Hoskyns, Fulfillment, 96–102.

20 Bruce, John, 181. Andreas J. Köstenberger, “John,” in G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson, eds. Commentary on 
the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 453, notes the scholarly 
disagreement over whether the special and final water-pouring took place on the seventh or the eighth day 
of Tabernacles. 

21 Carson, John, 322, summarizes, “In general terms, then, Jesus’s pronouncement is clear: he is the 
fulfillment of all that the Feast of Tabernacles anticipated.” Chanikuzhy, Jesus, the Eschatological Temple, 
370, is more emphatic, concluding, “Now, it is on the background of such a significant water ceremony 
that Jesus makes his claim. Understood in the light of this background Jesus’s claim to be the source of 
living waters amounts to a claim to be the new rock, the eschatological Jerusalem, and the eschatological 
temple.”

22 Weinrich, John 1:1–7:1, 344–345, writes, “Moreover, as the narrative later makes clear, Jesus envisions not 
a restored, purified, and refurbished temple, but a temple of a total other kind, namely, that of his own 
body (Jn 2:21; cf. Mk 14:58, “made without hands.”)

23 For this phrase as a virtual OT terminus technicus, see below on the OT background of 14:2.
24 Coloe, God Dwells, 73, writes, “Jesus calls Israel’s οἶκος τοῦ θεοῦ, the οἶκος τοῦ πατρός μου. With these 

words Jesus claims a unique filial relationship with God. . . . Because of his relationship with the Father, 
Jesus is the new οἶκος τοῦ θεοῦ, for in him the glory of God is present and accessible to human 
experience.” 

25 At times scholars conclude that the change from οἶκος in 2:16 to οἰκία in 14:2 is significant; see, e.g., 
Coloe, God Dwells, 160–162. I would suggest that John’s use of the two nouns does not support this 
conclusion. Either term can refer to a building (“a house”) or to a set of relationships (“a household”); see 
BDAG. John employs οἶκος three times, each one referring to a building (2:16, 17; 11:20). He uses οἰκία 
five times. Other than here in 14:2, twice it refers to a household or family (4:53; 8:35). Twice it refers to a 
building (11:31; 12:3) already named with οἶκος in 11:20! Synonymity of οἶκος and οἰκια would also 
conform to John’s style in general. John very often exhibits small changes in vocabulary that are not 
semantically significant. The change from ἀγαπάω to φιλέω in John 21:15–17 is likely an example of this 
stylistic habit (so Carson, John, 677–678; Brown, John 2.1103). In that same text note the synonymity of 
“lambs” (τὰ ἀρνία) and “sheep” (τὰ πρόβατα), as well as “feed” (βόσκω) and “tend” (ποιμαίνω). Note also 
that either ἀγαπάω (13:23; 19:26; 21:7, 20) or φιλέω (20:2) can refer to “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” 
In addition, John employs two different verbs for “send” as synonyms; compare Jesus’s being sent by the 
Father (ἀποστέλλω at 5:36, 38; 6:29, 57, and πέμπω at 5:23–24, 30, 37; 6:38, 39, 44) as well as two 
related verbs for “receive” in 1:11–12 (παραλαμβάνω and λαμβάνω). For an extensive overview of this 
feature of John’s style, see Leon Morris, “Variation—A Feature of the Johannine Style,” 293-320 in Leon 
Morris, Studies in the Fourth Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969). 

26 The many references in John to Jesus as “the one whom the Father sent” presuppose this first movement in 
Jesus’s overall journey.

27 In the table of contents, Bruce G. Schuchard, The Word from the Beginning (Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 
2022) delineates the first three Jerusalem travels as 1:19–3:36; 4:1–5:47; 6:1–10:42. Then, the fourth and 
final journey to Jerusalem during the final week of his earthly obedience to the Father commences at 11:1.

28 Jesus himself also is said to send the Spirit to the disciples (16:7; cf. 20:22). In John 14 and 16, the focus 
remains steadfastly on Jesus’s word to the apostles. Other generations of believers will receive the apostolic 
word (17:20–21) and also believer and be brought into unity with the Father and the Son through the 
Spirit.

29 My impression is that this last point may sometimes be neglected in studies of John’s Gospel. Recall that 
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the raising of Lazarus fulfills Jesus’s promise to Martha that she would see “the glory of God” (Jn 11:40), 
and that earlier Jesus declared to his disciples, “This illness does not lead to death. It is for the glory of 
God, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it.” Jesus is, after all, the Resurrection and the Life 
(11:25); if Lazarus’s restoration reveals God’s glory, how much more the Son’s taking up of his life again! 
Notice also that the evangelist comments in 12:16, “His disciples did not understand these things [on 
Palm Sunday] at first, but when Jesus was glorified, then they remembered that these things had been 
written about him and had been done to him.” It is unlikely in the extreme that the disciples remembered 
after Jesus’s death alone. Rather, this remembering on the part of the disciples occurred when the 
remembering of John 2:22 also occurred, namely, “When therefore he was raised from the dead, his 
disciples remembered . . .” (so Schuchard, The Word, 21). Jesus’s own resurrection as his glorification is 
implied also at 7:39, “Now this he said about the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were to receive, 
for as yet the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was not yet glorified.” Notwithstanding John’s 
description of Jesus’s death (19:30, “he gave up the spirit” [παρέδωκεν τὸ πνεῦμα]), the fulfillment of 
7:39 comes in 20:22 where the crucified and risen—that is, the glorified—Jesus breathed on the disciples 
and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (λάβετε πνεῦμα ἅγιον); so Schuchard, The Word, 18.

30 I am not denying that elsewhere the NT speaks of dying/departing and being with Christ (Phil 1:23). I am 
making the point that this is not emphasized in John’s Gospel.

31 Jesus laid aside (his) garments (13:4, τίθησιν τὰ ἱμάτια) and then took the garments and reclined at table 
again (13:12, ἔλαβον τὰ ἱμάτια καὶ ἀνέπεσεν πάλιν). This description echoes the Good Shepherd 
discourse where Jesus promises that he will lay down his life in order that he might take it up again 
(10:17–18, ἐγὼ τίθημι τὴν ψυχήν μου ἵνα πάλιν λάβω αὐτήν). Barrett, John, 439, comments, “When 
Jesus lays aside his garments in preparation for his act of humility and cleansing, he foreshadows the laying 
down of his life.” Brown, John 2.551, observes that the verb for Jesus’s removal of his clothing “is the same 
verb (tithenai) used in x 11, 15, 17, 18 for the laying down of life. A deliberate parallel is not out of the 
question since the corresponding action of taking up (both the robe and life) is also expressed by one verb 
(lambenein) in xiii 12 and x 17, 18. All of this serves to relate the footwashing [sic] to the death of the 
Lord.” And I would insist on adding to the resurrection of the Lord.

32 Schuchard, The Word, 81, writes concerning 13:33, “They will seek him. But only he will go to the cross. 
Only he will rest in the grave. He alone will rise (2:19).”

33 Coloe, “Temple Imagery,” 376 describes the movement in John 14:10, 17, 23, 25, “It is a ‘descending’ 
movement from the divine realm to the human, not an ‘ascending’ movement from the human to the 
divine.”

34 14:27–29 strongly resemble the content and sequence of 14:1–3. Each begins with an invitation that the 
disciples’ hearts not be troubled, followed by the promise of Jesus’s leaving the disciples, only to return to 
them.

35 I write “Easter morning” because the Spirit is first given to the apostles on the evening of that first day of 
the week, the first Day of the New Creation.

36 So closely aligned are the coming of Jesus and the Spirit’s being sent that Cyril, John, 2.180–181 seems to 
equate the two since as members of the Trinity the Son and the Spirit are of the same substance. Both 
Lenski, John, 1002, and Köstenberger, John 434, reach a very similar conclusion, though for different 
reasons than Cyril.

37 Carson, John, 501, notes that various interpretive options are chosen with regard to Jesus’s coming to the 
disciples in 4:18–19; Easter, the giving of the Spirit, the Parousia. Opting for Easter, he writes sensibly, 
“After all, the time when the disciples come to recognize that Jesus is in the Father and the Father is in 
Jesus is that day when Jesus has risen from the dead . . .” See also Schuchard, The Word, 84. 

38 It is difficult to precisely describe the temporal relationship between Jesus’s journey to the Father and the 
sending of the Spirit. On the one hand, John 20:22 narrates Jesus’s giving the Spirit to the apostles before 
he has returned to the Father. On the other hand, several times Jesus promises that the Father will give the 
Spirit to the apostles, and also presumably to later generations of believers. John does not narrate the more 
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general giving of the Spirit (i.e., at Pentecost), and it is difficult to decide whether Jesus in John 14–16 
refers even obliquely to Pentecost. 

39 The noun μονή (plural here, μοναί) occurs twice in the NT, here and in 14:23; the sole occurrence in LXX 
is 1 Maccabees 7:38. Westcott, John, 167 notes that the rendering “mansions,” due to the influence of the 
KJV, “comes from the Vulgate mansiones, which were resting places, and especially the ‘stations’ on a great 
road where travelers found refreshment.” The word does not mean “mansions,” it means “dwelling place” 
(Louw-Nida Greek Lexicon, 1.732), “a state of remaining in an area, a place in which one stays” (BDAG, 
658). Many have noted that in John, the most important correlation connects the noun μονή to the 
related and theologically significant verb μένω, “to abide, to dwell.” See Keener, John, 934-936; Bruce, 
John, 297; Kerr, Temple, 300–301. I have rendered it “abiding-rooms” to evoke one of the standard 
English glosses for μένω (“to abide”), and thus to link it with the uses of that verb in the upper room 
discourse (see 14:10; 15:4–10, 16).

40 The “if ” clause of verse 3 consists only of εἰ δὲ μή. The rest of the sentence is grammatically complete and 
ἄν in the “then” clause indicates a contrary to fact condition. Since the one explicit verb supplied is aorist 
indicative (εἶπον), one might expect a past contrary to fact condition, “If [this had] not [been so], I would 
have told you.” Mixed conditional sentences are not infrequent, however, and it could also be a present 
contrary to fact: “If [this were] not [so], I would tell you.” Neither this decision nor whether it is a 
statement or a question affects this essay’s argument.

41 The conjunction ὅτι can express a cause or ground (“because”) or indirect discourse (“that”). It not clear 
that Jesus has ever said this truth to the disciples before, so to render as indirect discourse, “would I / I 
would have told you that . . .” makes less sense. The fact that Jesus will go to prepare a place in the house 
of his Father is the reason he would tell (or would have told) them differently before he goes.

42 The present indicative ἔρχομαι is routinely understood in a future sense, especially in light of the future 
indicative παραλήμψομαι that immediately follows.

43 About thirty times in the NT παραλάμβανω means “take along, take away (somewhere).” About fifteen 
times in the NT it means “to receive (often a tradition handed down).” In John, the verb occurs only three 
times. In John 1:11, it means “receive.” In John 19:16 it probably means “take along somewhere,” but the 
less common sense is also possible (“Then they received Jesus and, bearing the cross he went out.”) Here, 
given the prepositional phrase πρὸς ἐμαυτόν (“to myself ”) the less common meaning is likely. The point is 
not that the disciples move, but that Jesus comes to them. He is not saying, “I will take you along 
somewhere to myself.” The sense is, “I will come again and receive you to myself.” This image is strongly 
paralleled at John 12:32, “And I, if I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all to myself (πάντας ἑλκύσω 
πρὸς ἐμαυτόν)” (my translation). 

44 I have rendered the (technically) unnecessary pronouns ἐγώ and ὑμεῖς emphatically. John’s abundant use 
of personal pronouns may mitigate this force somewhat.

45 There is no indication, of course, that Jesus’s words succeeded in steadying the disciples. Only after his 
death and resurrection, i.e., after his glorification, would the Spirit cause Jesus’s words to come to their 
remembrance (14:26).

46 I am not aware that Second Temple literature names heaven as “the house of God” with any frequency. 
Brown, John, 2.625 writes, “Taken against the Jewish background, ‘my Father’s house’ is probably to be 
understood as heaven. Philo (De Somniis I 43; #256) speaks of heaven as ‘the paternal house.’” This is the 
only specific citation from early Judaism that I have encountered in the literature. Barrett, John, 456 cites 
the same passage in Philo, explaining that for Philo the idea is “of the return of the soul from exile in the 
flesh to heaven”—hardly a concept that is found in the NT. Michael, “οῖκος κτλ,” 123, cites Philo, De 
Somniis 1.149 where the philosopher speaks of the individual soul becoming God’s house. I plead 
ignorance here, but it is not evident to me that Jews in the time of Jesus commonly referred to heaven as 
“God’s house” or “the Father’s house.”

47 Noted in James McCaffery, The House With Many Rooms: The Temple Theme of Jn. 14,2-3. (Rome: 
Pontificio Instituto Bíblico, 1987), 54. He cites also Is 63:15, Dt 26:15. In Is 63:15, MT’s “temple” (ֵהיָכל) 
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is rendered by LXX’s “house” (οἶκος). In Dt 26:15, MT’s “habitation” (ָמעֹון) is also rendered in LXX with 
“house” (οἶκος). Although “temple” (ֵהיָכל) in the Psalms often clearly refers to the Jerusalem temple (Pss 
5:7; 27:4; 48:9; 65:4; 68:29; 79:1; 138:2), sometimes it refers to heaven, or perhaps to both the temple 
and God’s dwelling in heaven; see, e.g., MT Pss 11:4, 18:7 (LXX 10:4 and 17:6 both translate with ναός).

48 For this quick identification, see Carson, John, 491; Bruce, John, 297. Alford, John, 849, cites Ps 33:13,14; 
Isa 63:15. Coloe, “Temple Imagery,” 374, says that “most commentators” take this view.

49 Michel, “οἶκος, κτλ.” 132, shows indirectly how important the Johannine context is for the argument of 
this essay. He takes “the house my Father” to be a reference to heaven. Of John 14:2, he says, “This saying, 
which would seem to have lost its original form, is fairly isolated in the context, and is perhaps older than 
the sayings around it” (my emphasis). My suggestion, of course, is that 14:2-3 are anything but contextu-
ally isolated.

50 McCaffery, House, 49. Vistar, The Cross-and-Resurrection: The Supreme Sign in John’s Gospel (Tübingen, 
Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 97–98, says that “. . . in the OT the temple was commonly described as 
 ;and he cites 1 Chr 9:11, 23; 26:20; 28:6; Ezr 3:8–9; Neh 13:4, 9; Ps 5:8 ”,(”the house of God“) בית יהוה
135:1–2. I have quickly surveyed every OT instance of “house” (ֵבית in MT, οἶκος or οἰκία in LXX). Very 
often it has a corporate or communal sense, as in “the house of David,” the “house of Israel.” A few times 
the tabernacle is thus termed, but the Jerusalem temple is called “this house,” “the house of God/Yahweh,” 
“my house,” etc., dozens and dozens of times, especially in the former prophets. 

51 Jesus does not say “the house of the Father” or “the hour of your/our Father.” He says, “The house of my 
Father.” In John, God is pre-eminently known as the Father of Jesus; see 5:17, 43; 6:32, 40; 8:19, 47, 54; 
10:18, 25, 29, 37; 14:2, 7, 20, 21, 23; 15:1, 8, 10, 15, 23, 24. God is never called the Father of Jesus’s 
disciples until 20:17. The phrase “the house of my Father” is the equivalent to “the house of God.” Those who 
admit that ἡ οἰκία τοῦ πατρός μου alludes to the temple but who nonetheless reject any reference to a 
temple on earth include Barrett, John, 456; O. Michel, “οἶκος, κτλ.” TDNT 5.122; Westcott, John, 167. 
Keener, John 2.932 avers that “most scholars see [the phrase] as an allusion to the temple.”

52 McCaffery, House, 54 n.29 comments, “In the OT three-tiered world-view, heaven is the abode proper to 
God, remote from men and inaccessible to them (cf. Is 14, 12–15).” For an example in the NT, see 1 Tm 
6:16.

53 This is explicit in the context of Mic 1:2, where heaven is termed God’s “temple.” The next verse says, “For 
behold, the LORD is coming out of his place, and will come down and tread upon the high places of the 
earth” (Mi 1:3; emphasis added). 

54 Timothy E. Saleska, Psalms 1–50 (Concordia Publishing House, 2020) 462, “In other words, all he wants 
is to dwell with Yahweh . . . because he knows that . . . the sanctuary is the place where Yahweh allows 
himself to be found.” See also Pss 5:7; 23:6; 26:8; 27:4; 65:4; 84:1–5; 92:12–13. In LXX, these connect 
with John 14:2–3 on the level of wording by referring to the tabernacle or temple as οἶκος; see οἶκος σου 
(Pss 5:8; 25:8; 64:5; 83:5) and οἶκος κυρίου (Pss 22:6; 26:4; 91:14). 

55 The present of many abiding-rooms in the new house of Jesus’s Father may indicate the antitypical 
superiority of the new temple that is Jesus. McCaffery, 67, comments on “ample evidence besides [the 
tripartite division of porch, holy place, and holiest place] to show that the Jerusalem temple itself had 
several inner “‘rooms’, or apartments.” Levine, “Temple,” 1288, notes that Josephus and Mishnah refer to 
different chambers or rooms (citing J.W. 5.200; 6:282 and m. Mid. 5:3–4). 

56 In these OT references there is no thought of dwelling (or even entering) into the sanctuary proper; such 
entrance is limited to specified priestly activity. 

57 Some object to “the house of my Father” being Jesus’s own body because the image of having “abiding-
rooms” in Jesus’s literal body is too harsh. Kerr, Temple, 293, writes, “To suggest that ‘many abiding places’ 
for the disciples were in Jesus’s literal body would be bizarre. But to identify ‘my Father’s house’ with Jesus 
in some sense would be possible.” One wonders; this is, after all, the Gospel where disciples are said to 
chew Jesus’s flesh and drink his blood (Jn 6), and where Jesus himself is said to have rivers of living water 
flow from his belly (7:38). Doctrinally, of course, Jesus has not yet prepared for the disciples in his own 
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body those abiding-rooms. That’s what he is about to do; the μοναί will be prepared in his crucified and 
risen, that is, in his glorified body. 

58 Everything that Jesus says to the disciples in the upper room is cryptic, that is, hidden to them. Only after 
Jesus’s resurrection are they able to come to remembrance and understanding of any of these things.

59 The “place” (τόπος) refers to the same thing as the “many abiding-rooms” (μοναὶ πολλαί).
60 To be sure, Jesus’s going to the cross is a “sub-movement” on his journey back to the Father. The verbs 

ὑπάγω, πορεύομαι, έρχομαι, ἀπέρχομαι, and ἀκολουθέω occur with a dizzying circularity in John 14–16. 
John employs ὐπάγω and πορεύομαι as synonyms; compare 14:2–3 with 14:4, 28. Compare also these 
same verbs refer to Jesus’s going to the Father (ὑπάγω in 13:3, 16:5, 10, 17, and πορεύομαι in 16:7, 28). 
When the Son and/or the Father come to the disciples, John seems to employ ἔρχομαι with some 
consistency; see 14:3, 18, 23, 28.

61 Kerr, Temple, 307, “Jesus actively prepares ‘a place’ for his disciples by dying, rising again, and ascending to 
the Father. The preparation is by way of his passion.”

62 Keener, John, 2.930; Schuchard, The Word, 77, 82, 105. Others who see a multiple reference in “I will 
come again” that includes Christ’s Easter return to the disciples include Westcott, John, 168 and Alford, 
John, 849.

63 In John, this is the primary and, indeed, almost only “movement” on the part of Jesus’s disciples. The 
NIV’s rendering of 14:3 “take you to be with me” is grammatically possible (given the flexibility of πρός 
with the accusative). This rendering, however, could imply that Jesus will take the disciples somewhere else. 
Other commentators would agree with the implication of the NIV. Bruce, John, 297, writes, “He is going 
to get a place ready for them and, having done that, he will come back and take them there.” In this 
context, I’m suggesting that this is precisely what Jesus is not saying. He won’t fetch the disciples away 
somewhere else. He will come to them, and receive (or draw) them to himself, then and there. For this 
meaning of παραλαμβάνω as “receive,” see John 1:11 and the translation notes above on verse 3.

64 That the disciples remain “stationary” while Jesus and/or the Father come to them is utterly consistent with 
NT teaching on how salvation—whether inaugurated or final—comes about. To be sure, when death 
breaks Jesus’s disciples into two pieces (body and soul), the soul does “depart” (Phil 1:22–23) to a blessed 
rest with Christ. The NT does not describe final salvation, however, as Jesus’s disciples going anywhere. 
Rather, the Lord descends, the master returns, the wicked are cast out and God’s people enter the joy 
created by their Lord in the new heaven and earth that have come down from God. The two clauses in the 
Nicene Creed are utterly faithful to the Bible’s presentation: “Who for us and our salvation came down 
from heaven . . . he will come again to judge the living and the dead.” God moves. We don’t.

65 John 12:32 reads πάντας ἑλκύσω πρὸς ἐμαυτόν, “all I will draw to myself.” John 14:3 reads 
παραλήμψομαι ὑμᾶς πρὸς ἐμαυτόν. The “drawing” is equivalent to the “receiving.” These are the only two 
occurrences of the prepositional phrase πρὸς ἐμαυτόν in John. 

66 John 16:16–23 employs the language of “not seeing, and then seeing” to refer Easter, just as “I will come 
again” does in 14:3. In the upper room, Jesus predicts, “Therefore now you have grief, but again I will see 
you and your heart will rejoice and no one will take your joy from you” (16:22). In the locked room Jesus 
appears to the apostles, and John narrates, “And after he had said this, he showed his hands and side to 
them; then the disciples rejoiced because they had seen the Lord” (20:20, my translations).
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Author’s note

Called By Whom and How? 
Reflections on the Structure  
of Vocation

I wish to begin by looking at a 
comment Gene Edward Veith 
makes in his book God at Work. 

He points out that some theologians 
“say that the term vocation ought to 
be reserved for Christians,” because 
the Holy Spirit calls us by the gospel.1  
Those without faith in Christ have not 
responded to that call and so do not 

understand their various offices, estates, stations in life, or social roles as callings from 
God. Nevertheless, for the sake of simplicity, Veith decides to “use the term vocation 
to apply to both believers and unbelievers,” although he understands that there is 
a distinction between them.2 What I find interesting here is the puzzle that Veith 
alludes to but chooses not to broach (since his book is not a scholarly treatise on 
vocation, but a lay introduction to the doctrine).

The puzzle can be described as a sort of dilemma. Either unbelievers have 
vocations—that is, callings from God—or they do not. Let us begin with the former 
possibility, that the word “vocation” refers to the specific social roles in which all 
human beings find themselves in life. Every human being who has ever lived save 
two (namely, Adam and Eve) has the vocation of child. That is, we were all conceived 
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by others, and in most cases, those are the people who raised us. Thus, we are all 
children. We all come into contact with other human beings, so we are all neighbors 
in Luther’s broad understanding of the word. The list grows from there: we are 
employees or employers, managers or team members, husbands or wives, friends, 
parents, aunts or uncles or nieces or nephews, citizens, and so on. On this definition 
of “vocation,” the word refers to the roles we inhabit by virtue of our being the kinds 
of bodily, social, culture-making creatures that we are. If this is the case, then vocation 
seems to function under God’s left-hand reign in this world. That is, all human 
beings are called by God to carry out his left-hand work of preserving creation and 
richly and daily providing for the needs of all people in this world, whether they 
know it or not. This understanding of vocation, however, carries a danger. It reifies 
vocation, to use a phrase from David Cunningham.3 That is, it limits vocation to 

the roles in which human beings find 
them themselves while disconnecting 
it from the fact that the call comes 
from God—and disconnecting it from 
Christ’s call to follow him as the one 
who has “redeemed us with his holy, 
precious blood and with his innocent 
suffering and death” (SC, Explanation 
to Second Article of the Creed).4 If 
unbelievers have vocations, then it 
seems Jesus makes no difference for 
vocation.

On the other hand, “vocation” 
might refer to Christ’s call to follow him and to the working out of that calling in 
our various roles in life. If that is the meaning of vocation, then unbelievers do not 
have vocations—or, more precisely, unbelievers have either never heard Christ’s call to 
follow him (because they have not heard the gospel) or they have reacted to that call 
with opposition or indifference. They do not have faith, and so they do not follow 
Christ’s call. If this is the case, then unbelievers certainly occupy the same kinds of 
roles or stations or estates as believers do, since believers and unbelievers are all, in 
the end, created beings who live out our lives within the same physical, social, and 
cultural spaces. But if unbelievers do not have vocations, then Christians will be 
forced to ask what difference their vocations make as they live in the same physical, 
social, and cultural spaces as unbelievers. Are we called out of those spaces into 
something more “spiritual”—do we have to become monks and nuns? No—at least, 
the biblical witness does not say so. Zacchaeus seems to have remained a tax collector, 
although perhaps a less oppressive one.

Perhaps the observation that Zacchaeus became a less oppressive tax collector 

Describing vocation as 
nothing more than a call 
to live more ethically 
than other people reduces 
Christ’s call to follow him 
to an ethical mandate.
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points us in the right direction. Having a vocation does not mean that we are called 
out of the spaces we inhabit in common with unbelievers, but rather, perhaps, it 
means simply that we are called to live more ethically than unbelievers within those 
same spaces. Yet this way of describing vocation is also problematic. It is true that we 
are called “to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age” (Ti 2:12 
ESV). However, describing vocation as nothing more than a call to live more ethically 
than other people reduces Christ’s call to follow him to an ethical mandate. It says 
nothing about the one who calls us. It also ignores the fact that unbelievers can—
and often do—live out their various social roles with integrity, trustworthiness, and 
loyalty. And so, we end up in the same place with this definition as we did with the 
previous one: if unbelievers do not have vocations, then it is not clear what difference 
Jesus makes for my vocations.5 

This puzzle, by the way, is not a new one. It can be seen in the disagreement 
between Gustaf Wingren, who wrote the important text Luther on Vocation, and 
Einar Billing, who wrote the less well-known but equally important text Our Calling. 
Billing understood vocation as the call to follow Christ, that is, as the gospel message 
itself, while Wingren located vocation in the created structures of our world and 
thus identified it largely as law rather than gospel, as task rather than gift, as our 
earthly obligations rather than Christ’s saving work for us.6 This helps explain, 
perhaps, Billing’s almost glowing descriptions of the joy of vocation—and Wingren’s 
sometimes dreary preoccupation with the crosses of our vocations.

At the same time, the puzzle also takes on a certain urgency for Lutheran 
universities such as Concordia University Irvine. If all people, believers and 
unbelievers alike, have various vocations in which they serve their neighbors, then it 
is unclear why a Lutheran school would need to have faculty who are Lutheran—or 
even Christian. In fact, Tom Christenson has used roughly this line of argumentation 
to reach just this conclusion, contending that anyone with scholarly competence and 
a commitment to justice should be welcome to teach at a Lutheran university—even 
those who are “Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, or religiously hostile.”7 After all, there is 
no such thing as distinctively Christian math or accounting or biology or political 
science, and so non-Christian faculty who are willing to embrace the university’s 
mission of preparing students to love their neighbors in their various vocations can 
teach as well as Christian faculty.

However, if unbelievers do not have vocations, then it would seem that a 
Lutheran university such as Concordia conducts separate but parallel enterprises 
when we welcome both Christian and non-Christian students into the life of our 
institution. On the one hand, we form and shape all students—Christian and non-
Christian—in the intellectual traditions and disciplinary expertises that contribute to 
the common physical, social, and cultural spaces in which all human beings live, and 
on the other hand, we engage in some kind of spiritual activity that strengthens the 



Concordia Journal Winter 202338   

faith of Christian students—and ne’er the twain shall meet. Yet at Concordia, we are 
committed to hiring Christian faculty and staff members, and we are also committed 
to exploring the interaction of faith and learning in the curriculum with all our 
students, both Christian and non-Christian.

Back to the puzzle. As I have articulated it, the puzzle is really a disagreement 
about whether to emphasize God’s act of calling us in Christ through the Holy 
Spirit or to emphasize that to which God calls us. It is thus a disagreement about the 
structure of God’s call itself. And it is in examining the structure of God’s call more 
carefully that we can, I believe, make some headway toward resolving the puzzle.

As stated, vocation involves both one who calls and that to which he calls us. 
Billing emphasizes the one who calls. After all, if you never hear God’s call to follow 
Christ, or if you hear it but respond with indifference or opposition, then you do 
not live as one who is called. You live outside the calling, and thus outside vocation. 
Wingren, however, emphasizes that to which we are called. It is, after all, impossible 
to live outside of the roles to which God calls us. If you are called to be your parents’ 
child, for example, you cannot live outside that vocation. The call always makes a 
claim upon your life. You may abandon it—but in abandoning it, you prove yourself 
unfaithful. The call maintains its claim upon your life, and others will judge your 
actions accordingly. This is because God has created us with certain physical, social, 
and culture-making characteristics that we simply cannot escape. We live within 
them, and thus we live as creatures who are called.

Yet this two-factor understanding of the structure of God’s call obscures other 
important features of his call. God uses various means to call specific individuals 
in their unique contexts to particular roles for his—that is God’s—providential 
and redemptive purposes, and he provides them what they need to accomplish his 
purposes. A full understanding of vocation must therefore come to terms not only with 
the one who calls and that to which he calls, but also with the means he uses to call, 
with the uniqueness of the individuals he calls, with the purposes for which he calls, 
and with his provision of what is necessary to accomplish his purposes. Finally, a full 
understanding of the call must consider how the one who is called understands his or 
her relationship to each aspect of the call, in particular to the one who has called.

Let me step back a moment to illustrate this rather abstract account of God’s 
call with a concrete example. The other night, my wife asked our younger son to call 
our older son for supper. Who issued the call? In one sense, my wife did. The means 
she used was our younger son. The one called was the older son in his particular 
context—which meant, in this case, that he was in his room wearing noise-cancelling 
headphones as he watched a video online. That to which he was called is, of course, 
clear—to come and join the rest of his family in a time of common conversation 
around a nourishing meal. But the younger son did what many delegates do in this 
particular situation—he stood in the kitchen and yelled the older son’s name. The 
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delegate becomes the caller, and he issues his call in a means not entirely effective—
and in a means that does not convey the true purpose of the call. My wife then sent 
him to the older son’s room, where the younger son reiterated the call in a less than 
subtle and less than enticing manner, certainly reinforcing his older brother’s belief 
that he was right to ask for noise-cancelling headphones for Christmas so he could 
tune out his younger brother. Yet, despite this negative reaction to the means by 
which my wife issued the call and the manner in which my younger son delivered it, 
he eventually disentangled himself from the video and came down for dinner.

What, then, of God’s call? It is important at this point to examine the means 
by which God calls, for it is precisely at this point, I believe, that the simpler 
understanding of vocation misses the mark. Billing contends that God’s call is the 
gospel—the good news that God is reconciling sinners to himself in Christ. He is in 
good company with his claim. Luther wrote in the Small Catechism, “I believe that 
I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ my Lord, or come to 
him, but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel” (SC, Explanation to Third 
Article of the Creed). And our Lord Jesus, after Peter confessed that he was the Son of 
God, told him and the other disciples, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh 
and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (Mt 16:17). 
Yet the matter may not be so simple, for the latter two quotations make clear that our 
faith in Christ comes only through divine revelation, but they say nothing about the 
call to love our neighbors.

It is certainly true that God explicitly tells us to love our neighbors. Speaking 
through Moses, he told the people of Israel, “You shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might” (Dt 6:5) and “You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself ” (Lv 19:18). Our Lord Jesus reiterates that call when 
asked which is the greatest commandment (Mt 22:36–40). Indeed, the Scriptures 
are full of the command to love our neighbors, and the so-called House Tables, or 
Tables of Duties, in the writings of Paul and Peter call Christians to love their specific 
neighbors in their various vocations. Thus, God clearly uses Moses, the prophets, the 
apostles, and his own Son to call us to love our neighbors.

However, it is worth asking whether God issues the same call in any other way. 
To answer that question, I ask you to think for a moment about an infant. The vast 
majority of human beings in this world take care of the infants they conceive and 
bear. How they care for them differs according to time, place, beliefs, family situation, 
and so forth, but people regularly feed their infants, bathe them, and change their 
diapers. And I would venture to guess that a majority of the people in the world—
perhaps a sizeable majority—do so without having heard God’s call through the 
prophets and apostles to love their neighbors. In fact, they remain faithful in marriage 
(as they understand it), they go to work or sell goods, they support their families, 
they make and sustain friendships, they contribute to the political life of their 
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communities, they give to those in need, they help the injured—and they do it all 
without hearing God’s call in the gospel to love their neighbors.

This suggests that God calls us to love our neighbors not only through the gospel 
but also through the concrete needs of the people we encounter in our various roles 
in life. The suffering of others evokes compassion within us, and the needs of others 
move us to action. And by “us” I mean us human beings, not simply us Christians. 
We could spend time speculating on the reasons for this. One possible explanation 
is that God himself is moved to compassion and action by the suffering of others. 
It was for us and for our salvation that the second person of the Trinity came down 
from heaven and was incarnate as man and was crucified. It was for the hungry 
and the grieving and the demon-oppressed that our Lord Jesus Christ exercised his 
divine power during his earthly ministry. And it is this loving, compassionate God 
who created us in the first place. It is this loving, compassionate God who created 
Adam and Eve to care for one another—indeed, who created each of them to enact 
his love—God’s love—for the other. It makes sense, then, that we who were created 
by this loving and compassionate God to enact his love toward one another should 
be moved by the needs of others. Our reactions are marred by sin to be sure. Yet we 
human beings are nevertheless in large part moved to compassion and action by the 
needs of others and by their suffering.

This point is worth dwelling on from two different perspectives. The first 
perspective is that of moral philosophy. For centuries, philosophers have suggested 
that a vital element in human morality is the capacity to imagine what it would 
be like to “walk a mile in someone else’s shoes,” so to speak. John Stuart Mill, for 
example, argues that education should seek to instill “the feeling of unity with our 
fellow creatures.”8 Immanuel Kant argues that we have a duty to exercise “the capacity 
and the will to share in others’ feelings”—that is, to cultivate “sensible feelings of 
pleasure or pain . . . at another’s state of joy or sorrow.”9 It should not be surprising 
that the need for sympathy cuts across a variety of disparate ethical theories, since all 
of these theories must ultimately come to terms with what it means to be human. 
Nor should it be surprising to Christians that unbelievers, like believers, are moved 
by the needs and suffering of others, or that ethical theorists should wish that more of 
us were so moved more often, because Christians know what it means to be human. 
We are created by a loving God as physical, social, and culture-making creatures who 
enact his love toward one another within our physical, social, and cultural spaces. 
Though corrupted by sin, most of us still bear a largely irrepressible sensitivity to the 
needs of others that is part of our created nature.

Second, and from the perspective of theological ethics, even God’s call in the 
Scriptures to love our neighbor as ourselves is rather general. Those House Tables 
in the letters of Paul and Peter certainly give that call a somewhat concrete form. 
“Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church,” Paul writes (Eph 5:25). 
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What is striking, however, is that this 
call for husbands to love their wives is 
remarkably vague. It does not contain 
much in the way of specific rules to 
describe how a husband ought to love 
his wife. A similar passage in Peter is 
slightly less vague, indicating only that 
the husband should live with his wife 
“in an understanding way” (1 Pt 3:7). 
There is no command that a husband 
should bring his wife flowers every 
week or that he should rub her feet after she has worked on the factory floor for ten 
hours or that he should take the kids out for ice cream after supper so she can get 
forty-five minutes of time to herself after spending the entire day at home with the 
kids. And how could there be? Many wives like flowers, but not all of them do. And 
perhaps what love looks like this week is not flowers but something else. Indeed, what 
love looks like may vary from couple to couple, from day to day, from year to year.

That is to say, even Christians who are called through the gospel to love our 
neighbors are left free to live that love out based on the unique circumstances in 
which we find ourselves.10 God has not given us a procedure manual that speaks to 
every possible situation we might encounter and provides step-by-step instructions 
for navigating each one. He has given us the forgiveness of sins through his Son Jesus 
Christ, and with that forgiveness he has set us free—free from worrying ceaselessly 
about whether we are doing his will, and therefore free to love the specific individuals 
we encounter in ways appropriate to their unique circumstances and our own. That is 
to say, even we Christians, who have heard an explicit call from God in the gospel to 
love our neighbors, are still moved to action by the needs and suffering of our fellow 
human beings.11 God’s call to love our neighbor certainly comes through the gospel, 
but it also comes through the concrete needs of our neighbors themselves.

God thus issues his call to love our neighbors in two different ways. This being 
the case, it becomes easier to explain how non-Christians can also have vocations. 
Despite never having heard the gospel or not having come to faith through its call, 
unbelievers nevertheless hear God’s call into their various roles in life through the 
needs and suffering of our fellow human beings. Indeed, God blesses their work in 
these vocations just as he blesses the work of Christians, for he uses their work in these 
vocations to accomplish his providential, left-hand kingdom purposes. Through the 
work of both Christian and non-Christian parents, God cares for their children and 
raises them. Through the work of Christian and non-Christian trash collectors, God 
removes the garbage from our homes and neighborhoods. Through the work of both 
Christian and non-Christian sanitation experts, God keeps that garbage from polluting 

We who were created 
by this loving and 

compassionate God to 
enact his love toward one 
another should be moved 

by the needs of others.
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our rivers, lakes, oceans, and aquifers—
at least, when the sanitation experts get 
things right.

In fact, it would not be saying 
too much to claim that God uses 
even non-Christians to bring about 
a certain kind of flourishing in this 
world—that of the left-hand kingdom 
or of his left-hand reign. The doctrine 
of the two kingdoms is sometimes 
explained in terms of the relationship 
between church and state, but this 
understanding of the doctrine is far 
too narrow. It ignores vast spheres 

of human life which are not the work of the state, but in which God nevertheless 
achieves his providential purposes through law rather than gospel. Take, for example, 
the grades that professors give students. Grades serve a variety of purposes, the 
most basic of which is to identity whether a given student has achieved a level of 
disciplinary expertise and a familiarity with our intellectual traditions that justify the 
faculty’s imprimatur on the student. Each student must earn this grade by his or her 
own work. There is no substitutionary atonement in the grading scheme—in fact, 
faculty levy rather stiff penalties when students attempt to substitute the work of 
another for their own. Not the gospel, but law is definitive here, as this falls under the 
left-hand reign of God. The same is true for paychecks and property lines.

Yet in this sphere, which operates by the law rather than the gospel, God is still 
at work for the good of all people. Just as he sends rain on the just and the unjust 
alike, so he also uses the work of Christians and non-Christians alike in his left-hand 
kingdom in order that all human beings can enjoy the fruits of this beautiful world 
into which he has created us. As the creation narrative in Genesis makes clear, God 
created the natural world in part to provide food and meaningful labor for us human 
beings. Even after the fall, he continued to bless the labor of Adam and Eve and 
their descendants so that we human beings could enjoy the fruits of the earth and 
the benefits of society. Even after the flood, he declared that “seedtime and harvest” 
would not cease so that our physical needs are met (Gn 8:22). And our Lord Jesus 
blessed the wedding at Cana, a sign of his blessing not only on marriage but on all the 
social structures in which God meets not only our physical, but also our emotional 
and social needs through other human beings. Luther went so far as to contend in 
the Large Catechism that Satan does what he can to undermine human social and 
political structures—not just to counteract the preaching of the gospel, but also to 
deprive human beings of the other blessings that come through stable societies (LC, 

It is only those who have 
been called by the gospel 
and in whom the Holy 
Spirit has created faith 
who know the true identity 
of the one who calls them 
through their neighbors’ 
needs.



Loy, Called By Whom and How? ... 43

Lord’s Prayer, Third Petition, lines 80–81). All of this is to say that God’s left-hand 
reign in this world, whether accomplished through Christians or non-Christians, aims 
at human flourishing—physical, social, emotional, and cultural.

Thus, non-Christians who hear and follow God’s call to love their neighbors 
contribute to God’s providential purpose in calling them. They, like Christians, can 
understand themselves to be serving the people around them, or even to be loving 
their neighbors, as they meet the needs of family members, neighbors, customers, 
employees, and the like. What they lack is full knowledge of who is calling. And they 
therefore miss the fullness of his call, and on the full benefits to which he is calling.

Non-Christians, whether religious or not, do not hear the call of the gospel in 
the call God issues through the needs of their neighbors.12 The non-religious hear a 
call to sustain human dignity or serve people in need or give back to the community. 
Religious people of non-Christian faiths hear that and perhaps more, but they do not 
hear the call to be reconciled to the Father through the redemptive work of Christ, 
for that call comes only through the gospel. Whatever they hear, then, it is not the 
full voice of God, and even when they follow the call with integrity and selflessness, 
they are not thereby reconciled to the Father. It is only those who have been called by 
the gospel and in whom the Holy Spirit has created faith who know the true identity 
of the one who calls them through their neighbors’ needs. It is only Christians who 
know that they are called to love their neighbor by the very God who gave his own 
Son into death out of love for us sinful human beings—for us who had abandoned 
that call to love God and neighbor, and who still regularly struggle to follow it.

Thus, it is also only Christians who appreciate and appropriate the wondrous 
promises that God makes to those whom he calls, including the promise to provide 
everything necessary to carry out the call.13 The story of Moses illustrates this point 
nicely. God called Moses to lead his people out of slavery in Egypt. Moses demurred 
with an excuse about how unsuitable he was for the task. God replied, and Moses 
demurred again. Finally, Moses accedes, but only after God promises multiple times 
to go with Moses and provide what he needs to carry out the calling. Moses may or 
may not have been the best man for the job—we just don’t know. But whether Moses 
was the best man for the job or not, God promised to go with him and to provide 
him with everything he needed to carry out the calling—right down to the power to 
outdo Pharaoh’s magicians as well as providing Moses’s brother Aaron to speak clearly 
when Moses could not. We have the same promise for all of our callings. Paul wrote 
in Romans 8:32, “He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how 
will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” Luther confessed in the Small 
Catechism, “God richly and daily provides me with all I need to support this body 
and life”—and that life includes all the vocations into which God calls us. This is a 
confidence non-Christians simply cannot share, at least not in the form Christians do, 
because they do not know the true identity of the one who calls them.
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To close, I would like to spell out the implications of this solution for the puzzle 
presented earlier. The puzzle sets up a dilemma, and on each horn of the dilemma, it 
is unclear what difference Jesus makes in our vocations. If non-Christians do not have 
vocations, then our calling as Christians seems to be somehow disconnected from the 
everyday roles we all have in life. However, if non-Christians do have vocations, then 
it is unclear what difference faith in Christ makes for us Christians in living out those 
vocations, especially since non-Christians can also live them out ethically and with 
integrity.

I hope it has become clear that God does, indeed, call non-Christians to live out 
their lives in service to neighbor, whether or not they know the God who is calling 
them. That is, non-Christians do have vocations. However, I hope it has also become 
clear that Christians bring something to our vocations that non-Christians do not 
bring: the knowledge that we have a gracious God who gave his Son into death in 
order to redeem us, who provides all we need to support this body and life, and who 
will one day make all things new.14 This knowledge—this faith—may not make us 
more ethical than ethical non-Christians in the conduct of our various vocations, but 
it offers us a hope and joy that non-Christians simply cannot experience.

First, we are ultimately free within our various vocations to love our neighbors 
as the situation indicates. We need not be driven by any specific ideology or moral 
theory to carry out that love. Dietrich Bonhoeffer emphasizes the importance of 
this point, observing that those who are moved by ideology or moral theory are not 
moved by love for the individual human beings whom they encounter.15 To do good 
to your neighbor because the moral law demands it or because doing so will increase 
the amount of good in the world or to exercise your own virtue actually turns your 
neighbor into a means to an end—and the end is your own self-justification in the 
eyes of your ideology or moral theory. Yet our every attempt at self-justification 
ultimately leads us away from the one who shed his blood to justify us before the 
Father. As a Christian, I no longer need to justify myself, so I am free to help this 
individual who stands in front of me in a manner that takes both his situation and 
my own into account.

Second, when we fail in our vocations—and fail we will—we sin against both the 
individuals whom we fail and the God who called us. But “if we confess our sins, he 
is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” 
(1 Jn 1:9). Forgiveness is ours in Christ. We have no need to justify ourselves. Instead, 
we can confess our failure both to God and to the individuals we have failed. In 
Christ, God has already forgiven us, and we can also seek the forgiveness of the 
individuals we have failed. Finally, however, our standing is not dependent on the 
forgiveness—or lack thereof—of those whom we have failed. It is dependent on God’s 
forgiveness in Christ. Moved by that forgiveness, we seek to restore what we have 
broken, and we leave the door open for reconciliation when our initial confession 
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is rebuffed. In many cases, our failure in vocation is not the end of the call to serve 
that neighbor. Indeed, Christ continues calling us even in the midst of our failures, 
precisely because of our neighbors’ need. How we live in the vocation may change 
radically, but the call remains.

Third, the God who calls us is a generous God who will provide all we need to 
carry out our callings. Anxiety over the essentials of life is nothing new—there is a 
reason Jesus told his disciples not to worry. His promise to them was not an abstract 
promise by a pious teacher who believed the universe would ultimately reward those 
with sincere hearts. It was the promise of the one who feeds the ravens when they 
call and yet who thirsted on the cross as he died for our sake. He makes good on his 
promise. When we worry about our performance or our abilities or our means of 
carrying out our various callings, we ought to confess our sin, pray to the God who 
has called us, and find strength in his promises. He has called us for his purposes, and 
he will accomplish them through us.

Finally, while God wishes for all to enjoy the fruits of this bountiful creation, 
he also “desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 
Tm 2:4). Some callings cannot be fully, faithfully carried out except by those who 
have faith in Christ. Take the vocation of parent, for example. Non-Christian parents 
can be the source of much blessing for their children. But, except in truly unique 
circumstances arranged by God himself, it takes a Christian parent to carry out the 
full calling of parenthood, because only Christians teach their children about God’s 
love in Christ and take their children to church to hear the good news of Jesus Christ. 
Just as parents who do not attend to the physical needs of their children fail to carry 
out the calling completely, so also parents who fail to teach their children about Jesus 
fail to carry it out completely.

This means that we Christians bring to all of our callings a more complete 
understanding of human flourishing than do non-Christians.16 We understand that 
“man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth 
of God” (Mt 4:4)—that is, that full and complete human flourishing is not possible 
apart from faith in Christ, who reconciles us to the God who created us and loves us. 
We bring that knowledge into all our vocations. It is a central component of some 
vocations, such as those of parent, grandparent, pastor, DCE, or even professor of 
whatever discipline at a Lutheran university like Concordia University Irvine. It has 
less effect on the central tasks of other vocations, such as occupations that fall mostly 
under God’s left-hand reign. But even in those vocations, we Christians still see the 
bigger picture and understand how our work in those vocations fits into God’s loving, 
providential purposes. And, moved by love for our neighbors in those vocations, we 
find opportunities to share the good news of God’s redemptive purposes in Christ in 
the context of those vocations. We have the good news about Jesus which alone is able 
to provide eternal flourishing. And this good news, while it does not make us perfect 
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Endnotes

parents or employees or citizens, shows us what God’s full and complete love looks 
like, and so it moves us to love our neighbors more fully in all our vocations.
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To be a preacher is to be an artist. With words as the medium, and with the 
gathering of the faithful as its setting, the preacher crafts a specific work of 
art for a specific people who live in a specific time and place. Preacher-artists 

work not for their own self-expression or benefit. Much less do they preach for 
God’s. Their artistic labor is an act of love for their neighbors. With heart, mind, and 
strength, they dedicate themselves to faithful proclamation of the promises of God in 
Christ Jesus. This is the heart of preaching. 

For almost three decades Professor David Schmitt has been teaching the art and 
the heart of preaching to apprentice preachers at Concordia Seminary. To help them 
imagine their work, he invites them to think of a sermon as a tapestry. He compares 
the preacher to a weaver who has four types of thread on the loom. With creativity 
and skill, the preacher spins together four types of discourse—theological confession, 
textual exposition, evangelical proclamation, and hearer interpretation1 —to produce 
a faithful and (hopefully) beautiful tapestry called a sermon. 

This particular sermon was preached in the chapel at Concordia Seminary for 
the dedication of new stained-glass windows. Like a master weaver, Schmitt creatively 
combined the four threads of discourse to deliver a custom-made tapestry for the 
benefit of all who had gathered.

Anatomy of a Sermon
Gazing on the Beauty  
of the Lord” (Luke 10:17–24)  
By David Schmitt 
Peter Nafzger

The sermon, preached at the Chapel of St. Timothy and St. Titus at Concordia Seminary, 
St. Louis on November 2, 2022, is represented in italic type which can be read all at once 
by following the gray bars.

Editor’s note

“
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There is a joy that happens when hearing turns to seeing. I remember being 
at a baptismal party in Detroit. Hattie and Floyd had moved away from extended 
family down south when they came to Detroit. They didn’t see their family all that 
often. On the occasion of Hattie’s grandchild’s baptism, however, she decided to 
throw a great party. Her small backyard was filled with a large number of people. 
Everyone was running into one another and saying how great it was to see them 
again. And in a lawn chair by the above-ground pool was Hattie’s sister, a great 
auntie of the grandchild. She kept calling out, “bring the baby over here, bring the 
baby over here.” Hattie brought Deandra over and placed her in her sister’s hands. 
Her sister held her out and smiled and said, “Oh, it is so nice to see you. I’ve heard 
about you so long. It is so nice to see you.” And at that, she broke into a big smile 
and leaned in and cradled that baby with love. There is a joy that happens when 
hearing turns to seeing. 

That is the joy that we experience today, because today we gather to celebrate 
the dedication of these stained-glass windows. 

Christians listen to sermons at a variety of times in life. Ordinarily, they give their 
attention to preachers on Sunday mornings. From time to time, however, they gather 
for something special. A wedding, a ground-breaking, a graduation—such events are 
marked with special services and special sermons. We call such preaching “occasional,” 
for the occasion on which the sermon is delivered stands front and center in the 
hearts and minds of the hearers. 

This was an occasional sermon. To celebrate the dedication, special invitations 
had been mailed. Commemorative bulletins had been printed. The Seminary 
community had been hearing about these windows for years. Aware of the occasional 
nature of this sermon, Schmitt wasted no time acknowledging the elephant in the 
room. His opening line (“There is a joy that happens when hearing turns to seeing”) 
not only captured a general truth about life, but it also named what was happening 
for his hearers in real time. Everything that followed was designed to help his hearers 
see these windows rightly. 

These windows are a three-fold gift. First, they are a gift from the Fincke 
family. The Eugene E. and Nell S. Fincke Memorial Trust generously provided the 
funds for the seminary to purchase and install these windows. And we thank our 
donors for their concern about the spiritual life in this place. Second, they are a gift 
from the artist, Rich Busswell, the senior artist and designer of Lynchburg Stained 
Glass. Rich sat in our meetings and listened to our conversations and half-formed 
thoughts and took those words and made them into beauty. But third, and most 
importantly, they are a gift from God. God has created us to be visual creatures. 
People who not only hear but also see. And, today, God invites us to gaze upon the 
beauty of the Lord and to rejoice in his everlasting love. 
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As we prepare to dedicate these stained-glass windows, I would like to meditate 
on that theme: Jesus invites us to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord that we might 
rejoice in his everlasting love. Two points: Jesus invites us to gaze on the beauty of 
the Lord that we might rejoice in his everlasting love. 

The preacher has two options for communicating the main idea in his sermon. 
The sermon could unfold inductively. Such sermons work backwards, so to speak. 
They begin with particular experiences, observations, and thoughts. Then, as the 
sermon progresses, the focus finally comes into view near the end. In an inductive 
sermon the preacher implicitly asks his hearers to go with him without knowing 
exactly where they are going. This approach has been trending in homiletical 
conversations for the last fifty years as a result of renewed attention to the experience 
of listening to sermons. Advocates of the “New Homiletic”2 encourage preachers 
to maximize hearer engagement by delaying the main idea until late in the sermon. 
When done well, inductive preaching is highly effective. 

Schmitt is fully capable of delivering a faithful inductive sermon. But in this 
instance, he opted for the more traditional alternative by developing the sermon 
deductively. That is, he told the hearers what he would be telling them and then 
slowly unpacked his main idea over the course of the sermon. This was a wise choice 
for several reasons. First, the chapel was filled with guests, many of whom Schmitt 
did not know. More importantly, they did not know him. Inductive sermons are 
more challenging when the preacher does not have a personal relationship with his 
hearers because they require additional trust—especially in a culture dominated 
by suspicion. By stating upfront the focus of the sermon, Schmitt set his hearers at 
ease and allowed them to listen without wondering where he might be taking them. 
Second, a deductive approach has the potential to make more space for creativity 
in a sermon. This is counter-intuitive, for inductive preaching is often thought to 
be the more artistic choice. But deductive sermons simply shift the potential for 
creativity from the macro to the micro level. Instead of focusing his artistic attention 
on the unveiling of the overall focus, Schmitt worked within more defined spaces of 
individual rhetorical units to engage his hearers creatively. 

Also notice that, in his deductive signaling of the main idea, Schmitt identified 
how this sermon would be structured. Sermon structure is an area of particular 
expertise for Schmitt. He teaches and writes extensively about the variety of ways in 
which a faithful sermon might be organized.3 Here at the beginning of the sermon he 
signaled that it would follow a relatively simple thematic structure. It would have two 
major rhetorical units that would be related to each other according to the logic of 
cause and effect: “Jesus invites us to gaze upon the beauty of the Lord [Cause] that we 
might rejoice in his everlasting love [Effect].” 
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Jesus invites us to gaze. Unfortunately, we are people who need that invitation. 
We are accustomed to glancing rather than gazing. 

This past year, I started beekeeping. And being somewhat excited about this 
hobby, I have taken pictures of my bees and stored them on my phone. I was talking 
with a friend at the symposium about beekeeping and he said that he would like 
to see the hive. I pulled out my phone, got a picture of the bees, and handed it to 
him. He glanced at the picture. I know this because he looked at the picture and 
then used his finger to swipe to the next photo. Much to his surprise, what once was 
a beehive suddenly became a glass of scotch on the table. Another hobby of mine 
I guess you could say. It was a healthy pour. The change in picture caught him 
off-guard. He handed the phone back to me and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to 
swipe through your personal photos.” (So, now I’m the guy who has personal photos 
of scotch!) “I am just so used to swiping photos on my phone.” We laughed about 
what happened (and about the scotch), but he was right. We are accustomed to 
glancing rather than gazing.  

There is so much information that comes at us so quickly from so many 
different sources that we are accustomed to glancing. We swipe through our photos, 
we scroll through social media feeds, we skim through our playlists, we scan 
through our emails,. . . We have learned to handle the overwhelming amount of 
information by glancing rather than gazing. And that’s okay most of time. But it’s 
not okay when it’s people. And it’s certainly not okay when it’s God.

Homiletician Lance Pape talks about a debt that preachers owe to their hearers.4 
When accepting the call to preach, the preacher commits to being immersed in two 
worlds—the world of the Scriptures and the world of the hearers. The former requires 
attention to the thread of “textual exposition.” This is biblical exegesis. The latter 
requires consideration of “hearer interpretation.” This is cultural exegesis. Both are 
necessary. Without the former, the sermon might not be normed by the Scriptures. 
Without the latter, the sermon may be true, but it would not be on-target. Such 
sermons struggle both to affirm ways in which the hearers are living and believing 
rightly and to expose the ways in which they (and the preacher) are falling short. 
Schmitt’s attention to the world of his hearers in this paragraph shows that he is an 
astute observer of culture. In this digital age we are accustomed to “glancing rather 
than gazing” throughout the day on our smart devices. (Pew Research Center recently 
reported that 85 percent of American adults own a smart phone.5) This description of 
a cultural tendency is not only alliterative and memorable, but also a perfect example 
of why faithful preachers cannot simply regurgitate sermons preached from decades 
(or centuries!) past.

Importantly, Schmitt observed that glancing (and swiping) is not inherently 
wrong. His insistence that it is “okay most of the time” kept him from being 
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unnecessarily critical or legalistic. It also prepared his hearers to confront ways is in 
which their tendency to glance is, in fact, at odds with faithful Christian living. 

You are having a conversation with your friend, and she starts to bring up 
the topic of her daughter. You’ve been down this road before. It is a conflicted 
relationship. There are no easy answers, and it is a long and frustrating 
conversation. So, you quickly change the subject. God has brought to you a person 
who is suffering, and you glance rather than gaze. Or you are feeling sick and don’t 
want anyone else to get your cold, so rather than go to church, you choose to attend 
on-line worship. You set up the computer. As you listen to the prelude that never 
ends, you decide to pour yourself a bowl of cereal. Then, someone texts you on your 
phone. And so, while the congregation is confessing their sins you are committing 
yours. You are eating and texting and only glancing at God in worship. Or worse 
yet, you go to in-person worship and you are frustrated at how empty the church 
now feels after COVID. Everyone has not come back. And so, you spend your time 
glancing at all of the people who aren’t there rather than gazing at the one who 
is there, who has come to forgive you this day and love you into life. We have a 
problem with glancing rather than gazing. 

After naming in abstract our tendency to glance rather than gaze, Schmitt 
proceeded to expose concrete ways in which it leads to sinful behavior in his hearers’ 
lives. This move from the abstract to the concrete is crucial for preaching. Sermons 
must not only be true, but they must also be appropriate for the hearers by speaking 
concretely to issues of everyday living. (Think of Jesus’s use of everyday life in his 
parables.) Novice preachers tend to struggle at this. They are usually pretty good 
at naming abstract vices and virtues. But they are less apt at helping their hearers 
envision what these ideas look like. When novice preachers do include concrete 
examples, they often give in to the siren song of heroic successes or epic fails that have 
little connection to the common lives of their hearers. 

Schmitt’s artistic ability came out as he chose two relatively unremarkable but 
widely recognizable instances of glancing rather than gazing. The first described our 
tendency only to glance at people who are in need. We have all been down this path. 
We have all failed to be patient with the familiar suffering of those around us. His 
second example exposed our tendency only to glance at God. Whether we worship 
online or in person, we often fail to meditate honestly on God and his place in our 
lives. These two examples draw from both tables of the law. 

In our text, Jesus has caught the disciples in a moment of glancing, and he 
invites them to gaze. Jesus has sent the seventy-two out in mission. He has sent them 
to places where he intends to go. They have lived in people’s homes, healed the sick, 
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shared the peace, preached the kingdom. And when they come back, what do they 
say? They rejoice saying, “Lord, even the demons are subject to us in your name.” 
Notice how they look at his mission by glancing on one thing they are able to do. 
Earlier, they had had trouble with demons. After the transfiguration, when Jesus 
came down from the mountain, he found his disciples in an argument with a man 
who brought his demon-possessed son to them, but they couldn’t cast out the demon. 
Now, when they cast out demons, notice how they are only glancing at God’s work. 
They are rejoicing in what they are able to do rather than rejoicing that some poor 
child’s life has been changed forever because a demon has left him. If the disciples 
are gazing at all, they are gazing at what they are able to do. Not what God is able 
to do. They fail to see the deeper, bigger picture. 

So, Jesus invites them not just to glance at what they are doing. He invites 
them to gaze with him at what God is doing. Jesus looks deep into their eyes and 
says to them, “I was seeing Satan fall like lightning from heaven.” With these words, 
Jesus sees a much larger picture and deeper reality. Rather than see their work in 
these scattered places, Jesus invites them to see God’s great work throughout all time 
and place. They are part of a much larger mission. Jesus invites them to rejoice 
that hearing is finally turning into seeing. They have heard for generations that 
God would send a Savior to crush the skull of Satan. They have heard the promises 
whispered from one generation to another. Now, hearing has turned into seeing. 
And they see how God the Father has sent his Son to defeat Satan and rescue his 
people in this world. Rather than glance at what they are able to do, Jesus invites 
them to gaze and see how they are brought into a much larger and deeper story.

With the contrast between glancing and gazing in mind, Schmitt continued by 
leading his hearers into the text with a fresh lens. His use of the Bible is intentional 
and significant. Rather than cherry-picking a single word or phrase and applying it 
directly to his hearers, he located the selected verses within their surrounding context 
and then situated the entire episode within the larger biblical narrative: “With these 
words, Jesus sees a much larger picture and deeper reality. Rather than see their world 
in these scattered places, Jesus invites them to see God’s great work throughout all 
space and time.” 

Schmitt has written about the need to proclaim the fulness of the biblical 
narrative in his article, “Telling God’s Story.” There he contrasts two ways of using 
the Bible in preaching.6 He calls the first approach “telescoping” God’s story. This 
happens when the preacher focuses on a single event or teaching from a text and 
then applies it directly to the lives of the hearers. This common move seems to help 
preachers emphasize important events and teachings. The downside, however, is that 
it contributes to a fragmentation of the biblical story and the Christian life. For this 
reason, Schmitt encourages an alternative use of the Scriptures. He calls it “telling” 
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God’s story. When preachers tell God’s story, they locate an event or teaching in a 
single text within the larger biblical context. This helps the hearers find their (small) 
place in a much bigger story. 

In this case, Schmitt located this text within the biblical narrative by taking the 
hearers all the way back to the first promise of a Savior in Genesis 3: “They have 
heard for generations that God would send a Savior to crush the skull of Satan.” He 
continued by emphasizing God’s prophetic faithfulness to his people Israel: “They 
have heard the promises whispered from one generation to another.” Later, he will 
carry the story forward to the return of Jesus and the eternal feast to come. 

 
And these stained-glass windows do the same thing for us. As we gaze on 

the beauty of the Lord, we are reminded that we are part of a much larger story. 
The Te Deum is the theme of these windows. It is an ancient hymn of the church 
dating to the fourth century. Today, however, as we hear the words of the Te Deum 
in our ears, we can see the Te Deum take shape in these windows. The prophets, 
the apostles, the martyrs, praising God. The holy church throughout all the world 
adoring God. The heavenly host and creation itself singing praise to God for his 
work of salvation in Jesus Christ. As we come into worship, we are surrounded by 
the saints, and we see that we are part of a much larger story. As we gaze on that 
beauty, we see that Jesus has made a place for us in this community of saints. 

After locating the disciples and this text within the broader biblical narrative, 
Schmitt brought his hearers into that same story. The people gathered for this sermon 
were celebrating much more than a set of stained-glass windows. They were part 
of a chorus of saints throughout the world and across the generations that praises 
God for his work of salvation in Jesus. One of the few suggestions I would make for 
this sermon comes at this point. Here Schmitt alludes to the communal reality of 
Christian experience: “Jesus has made a place for us in this community of saints.” 
This reference to our relationship with other believers is good and important. I think 
he could have developed this even further. Because so many listeners of sermons 
think of themselves predominantly as individuals who are focused most earnestly on 
their individual relationship with God, I find it helpful to highlight more explicitly 
the communal nature of the Christian life. With more attention to the church in 
“ecclesiologically challenged”7 congregations, the cherished post-sermon comment— 
“You were speaking directly to me”—might become a more communal: “You were 
speaking directly to us.” 

I remember a shut-in I used to visit at Fairview Nursing Home. On her 
bureau she had a collection of family photos. But there was one that always haunted 
me. It was of her family on Easter. Her mom and dad and she and her sister were 
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sitting on the front stoop of the house. Her dad was behind her in a suit and a thin 
tie. Her mom was next to him wearing a dress with a corsage. She was in front of 
her dad, wearing an Easter dress and her legs were perfectly positioned with her 
hands in gloves folded on her knees. Her sister was also there, in a dress, but her legs 
were strangely askew. In the corner of the photo, you could see the upper end of a 
crutch and the brace that they had taken from their daughter who had polio. That 
has always troubled me. Why did they take away their daughter’s crutch and brace 
for the Easter photo? Why did they only glance at her suffering and try to put it to 
the side? It was Easter. The celebration of Jesus and his triumph over all suffering. 
There is no suffering in our lives that cannot be filled with his presence and made 
part of his story. 

I wish Marie were here today. I wish she could sit over there by the Feast of 
Nations window. If she were sitting there, she could gaze at the window and see a 
figure. On the far-right side, there is a man in a brown cloak who is reaching up to 
the table. On his right side, he extends his arm to receive the Lord’s body and blood. 
On his left side, however, he is leaning on a crutch. I wish Marie could sit there 
and gaze and see what God is doing in that window. Jesus has come to bring all 
people into his kingdom. We need not glance at suffering. We can gaze at it because 
God has claimed it from Satan and made it his own. Her sister, with polio, is part 
of this larger story. A story of salvation where all the children of God gather around 
his table, those who could walk and those who could not. For the love of God has 
brought a kingdom that extends to all peoples not on the basis of their abilities but 
on the basis of his Son. And there is a place at that table for you. 

Here again the hearers benefited from Schmitt’s artistic description of an abstract 
truth through a concrete image. The story of Marie’s family photo was developed 
inductively. Schmitt began by describing an unexceptional visit to a nondescript 
nursing home. He shared just enough detail to help his hearers recall their own 
institutional visits. Without saying it explicitly, his reference to the photograph was an 
invitation to meditate on another image. But unlike the new stained-glass windows, 
this image was not visually displayed. Which is a good reminder that image-based 
preaching does not requires a screen or projector or visual artifact. The description 
of an image can be as powerful as displaying it because it engages the imagination of 
the hearers. Recall again how you imagined the photo of Marie and her sister and ask 
yourself who and what came to mind. 

Schmitt used the image to highlight what the family in the photo was trying to 
conceal. The brokenness and suffering of Marie’s sister were pushed aside, as if hiding 
her suffering would make it go away. Schmitt contrasts this approach to suffering 
with the image of the crippled man in the new Feast of Nations window. Rather 
than looking away from one who is broken, the designer of the windows invites us 
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hearers to see the physical suffering of those around us. Schmitt used this detail to 
proclaim a profound theological truth: “We need not glance at suffering. We can gaze 
at it because God has claimed it from Satan and made it his own.” Here Schmitt was 
working with the thread of “theological confession” by reflecting on how Christians 
deal with suffering. 

Overall, suffering is a subject that Christians struggle to address. We are tempted 
to ignore it, or to explain it away in an effort to justify the God who allows (and 
even causes) it. Lutheran theology, however, especially with its understanding of the 
theology of the cross that Luther set forth in his Heidelberg Disputation of 1518, is 
well-suited to deal honestly and faithfully with suffering. It was smart of Schmitt to 
leave out explicit mention of Luther’s historic debate. Had Schmitt taken his hearers 
to sixteenth-century Germany, he would have led them away from images of the 
lowly and crippled in their own lives and transported them to an academic lecture 
hall from centuries past. Instead, Schmitt spoke out of a pattern of sound speech that 
Luther offered the church. A theologian of the cross “calls a thing what it actually 
is” (Heidelberg Thesis 21). The suffering of Jesus was neither beautiful nor good. Yet 
we gaze at it in faith and gratitude, trusting that through Jesus’s suffering God was 
showing his loving power. Because the crucified one is also risen, Christians look 
differently at suffering. Theologians (and preachers) of the cross name suffering for 
the evil that it is while also proclaiming the promise that Jesus has suffered for us 
and with us. The gospel—which is the heart of preaching—is the good news that 
the crucified one is risen from the dead and shares his resurrected life with us who 
continue to suffer in these gray and latter days. Jesus has promised to return and make 
all things new, and this promise empowers us to face and bear suffering together as a 
community. 

Earlier, I said that there is a joy that happens when hearing turns to seeing. 
There is also a joy that happens when seeing turns into someone seeing and caring 
for you. 

Brief as they may be, transitions play an important role in sermons. They bring 
back those who have gotten lost in their own thoughts, and they signal to the hearers 
that it is time to move to the next rhetorical unit. This is important, for effective 
preachers should expect to lose their hearers at some point in the sermon precisely 
because they have touched on ideas that ignite reflection. In this case, Schmitt’s 
invitation to meditate on the crippled man in the Feast of Nations window easily sent 
hearers to consideration of their own and their loved ones’ forms of brokenness. But 
now the preacher is ready to move along, and he wants his hearers to go with him. 
These two brief sentences provided closure for thinking about our own glancing and 
an opening to begin thinking about the one who gazes at us. 
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There is an art to looking at a stained-glass window. Because of its design, you 
can’t take it all in at first glance. You have to gaze. I remember a woman who taught 
me how to look at stained-glass windows. She was at a Bible class I was teaching 
on art and stained glass. She told us about her window. It was not dedicated by her 
family. Instead, it was the window where her family always sat in church. A stained-
glass window of Jesus the Good Shepherd. Perhaps you’ve seen them. Jesus holding 
a lamb. With other sheep around him. She told me this was her family’s pew at 
church. She had been looking at this window for years. She told me, “When I was a 
young mother, my family used to sit with me. I would think about how I was caring 
for my children like Jesus was caring for that lamb. Now, however, my husband is 
deceased, and my children have moved to the coasts. Now,” she said, “I see how Jesus 
is there caring for me.” This woman was gazing at the window and experiencing that 
mysterious change. Seeing had changed for her. Seeing had turned into someone 
seeing and caring for her.  

This is the mysterious shift that Jesus brings about for his disciples. As Jesus 
invites his disciples to gaze into the work of God, there is a subtle shift that happens. 
The subtle shift is that instead of them seeing the Lord, they see the Lord seeing 
them. In the text, Jesus corrects the disciples. He turns their attention from what 
they are seeing to the fact that they are being seen. As Jesus continues to speak to the 
disciples, he says to them, “Nevertheless, do not rejoice in this, that the spirits are 
subject to you, but rejoice that your names have been written in heaven.” Jesus turns 
the attention of the disciples to an action of God that is foundational and eternal. 
Their names have been written in heaven and will never be removed. 

The beauty of the Lord is that Jesus is a Savior who sees. He sees Zacchaeus in 
the tree and invites himself into his home. He sees Matthew at the tax collector’s 
booth and calls him to be a disciple. He sees Peter kneeling before him in a boat 
that is sinking with a miraculous catch of fish, begging that Jesus not go away, 
because he is a sinner. But Jesus stays. Why? Because he is the Lord who see sinners 
and saves. This Jesus willingly drinks the cup of God’s wrath for all sin and thereby 
frees you from suffering the punishment for your sin. This Jesus rises from the dead 
and thereby overcomes death and the devil for you. And this Jesus will return in 
judgment, and thereby bring about a restoration of all creation. Rejoice, Jesus tells 
the disciples, not that the spirits are subject to your power. No, rejoice that God has 
seen you, died for you, rose for you, and will return for you.  

To bring this idea home, I would invite you to gaze on one small detail in only 
one window. As you look at the windows, you will notice that there is one detail 
that sets the front window apart from all of the others. In all of the other windows, 
you see angels and apostles and martyrs gazing. They are looking at one another. 
None of the angels or saints are looking at you. Moses looks to the promised land, 
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Ruth looks to David, David looks to God. Philip looks to the Ethiopian and the 
Ethiopian looks to the water. No one looks at you. But when you come to the front 
window, you see a Savior who sees you. Jesus sees you and saves. 

These four short paragraphs are pure gospel. The thread of “evangelical 
proclamation” is on full display as Schmitt proclaims the promise of Jesus directly to 
his hearers. Notice the movement. The first paragraph introduces the idea that those 
who gaze at pictures of Jesus are gazing at one who sees them. The second paragraph 
takes this idea directly to the text and directs attention away from the disciples. The 
good news is not what they have seen but rather that they have been seen. In the 
third paragraph, Schmitt opens up other parts of the biblical story where God seeing 
people is good news. Zacchaeus, Matthew, Peter. The list could have gone on and 
on. This leads to the fourth paragraph, which draws once more on the stained-glass 
windows to deliver the climax of the sermon and the heart of the gospel: “Jesus sees 
you and saves.”

One of the great challenges of preaching for this dedication was choosing which 
of the many intricate details in the new windows to emphasize. Schmitt restricted 
himself to two. The first was the crippled man in the Feast of Nations window. The 
second was as beautiful as it was obvious. Schmitt directed attention to the eyes of 
Jesus in the central resurrection window. Jesus sees us, and he saves us. By pointing 
out that Jesus is the only person in any of the windows who is looking at us, Schmitt 
changed the way every person in chapel that day will look at the resurrection window 
ever again. There he is, front and center. The risen Lord of all creation looking 
graciously at us. This gospel promise will reverberate—for me, at least—every time I 
step foot in the Chapel of St. Timothy and St. Titus. 

This is so necessary. So necessary for us. Because there are days when we wander 
in here and wonder if anyone sees us. Do we matter? Would anyone miss us if we 
were gone? There are days when we get tired of the fighting. So tired of the fighting. 
Days when we are ready to lay down our arms and walk away. But we continue 
to fight, and we end up wounded. When the fights you have fought have left you 
broken and bleeding, when the pains you’ve endured have made you a hurting 
person who hurts people, when what you have said and done makes it hard for you 
to look at yourself in the mirror, come to this chapel and look at this front window. 
Because there you will see it. Jesus has risen and he rules over all things in love. This 
ruling and reigning Jesus sees and watches over you. 

This Jesus willingly drinks the cup of God’s wrath for all sin for you. This Jesus 
has risen from the dead and overcomes death and the devil for you. And this Jesus 
promises to return in judgment and bring about a new creation. Until that time, 
however, this Jesus remains here. Always. Seeing and caring for you. 
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The stained-glass windows are overwhelming in their beauty, but the true 
beauty of the windows is that they overwhelm you with God’s everlasting love. Jesus 
invites us to gaze at the beauty of the Lord that we might rejoice in his everlasting 
love. Amen. 

When I took my introduction to preaching course twenty-three years ago with 
a young professor named David Schmitt, we read through C. F. W. Walther’s Proper 
Distinction of Law and Gospel. On the first page of Walther’s first evening lecture 
(September 12, 1884), the first president of Concordia Seminary and the homiletical 
point of reference for preaching in The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod said this, 
“I wish to talk the Christian doctrine into your very hearts, enabling you in your 
future calling to come forward as living witnesses with a demonstration of the Spirit 
and of power. I do not want you to stand in your pulpits like lifeless statues, but to 
speak with confidence and with cheerful courage offer help where help is needed.”8  

No one would ever accuse Dr. David Schmitt of being a lifeless statue! Much 
to the contrary, the zeal, sincerity, and joy with which David preaches the good 
news of Jesus shows that he believes what he says. Not only does his passion for 
preaching inspire apprentice preachers year in and year out, but it also makes this 
annotated manuscript a shadow of what Schmitt delivered in chapel. For this reason, 
I recommend watching the recorded version. to experience it more closely to the way 
it was delivered.9 

1 See David Schmitt, “The Tapestry of Preaching,” Concordia Journal 37, no. 2 (2011): 107–129.
2  For a summary of the contours of and major figures in the New Homiletic, see O. Wesley Allen, Jr., “The 

Pillars of the New Homiletic” in The Renewed Homiletic (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010). 
3 Schmitt has identified more than thirty ways a sermon could be structured: https://concordiatheology.org/

sermon-structs/. See also his reflection on the popular “Law, then Gospel” structure in “Richard 
Caemmerer’s Goal, Malady, Means: A Retrospective Glance,” Concordia Theological Quarterly 74, no. 1–2 
(2010): 3–18. 

4 Lance B. Pape, The Scandal of Having Something to Say (Baylor, TX: Baylor University Press, 2013), 
121–146.

5 https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/mobile/. Accessed January 5, 2023. 
6 David Schmitt, “Telling God’s Story,” Concordia Journal 40, no. 2 (2014): 101–112. 
7 The phrase “ecclesiologically challenged” comes from an article by Charles Arand. See his “What Are 

Ecclesiologically Challenged Lutherans to Do? Starting Points for a Lutheran Ecclesiology” in Concordia 
Journal 34, no. 3 (2008): 157–171.

8 C. F. W. Walther, The Proper Distinction Between Law and Gospel, trans. W. H. C. Dau.( St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 1928). 

9 A recording of this sermon is available online. It is posted with a conversation about the behind-the-scenes 
work. See https://concordiatheology.org/2022/11/preachers-studio-david-schmitt/
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THE WORD FROM THE BEGINNING: 
The Person and Work of Jesus in the 
Gospel of John. By Bruce G. Schuchard. 
Lexham Academic, 2022. Hardcover. 147 
pages. $24.99. 

In The Word from the Beginning, 
Bruce G. Schuchard (BGS), long-
time professor of exegetical theology 
at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, 
offers his readers a reflection that is a 
remarkable combination of things. The 
book is a focused survey of the entire 
narrative of John’s Gospel that keeps a 
central theme consistently in focus. At 
the same time, BGS aims to counter 
and correct a common but significant 
error in Johannine studies. Along the 

way the reader is offered a significant 
number of smaller exegetical gems, not 
least through the pointed footnotes 
that support BGS’s conclusions. Finally, 
this little monograph is a profoundly 
theological reflection on the Gospel 
of John, one that deserves to be read 
more than once and pondered for its 
theological depth.

Let me begin by mentioning the 
corrective that BGS offers. It is not 
uncommon in Johannine studies to 
view the prologue (1:1–18) as somewhat 
disconnected from the body of the 
Gospel. Often one is reminded of the 
fact that only in the prologue is Jesus 
identified as “the Word” (ὁ λόγος). 
The evangelist, it is suggested, may not 
have written 1:1–18, but rather has 
attached an independent piece of early 
Christian tradition to his Gospel. This 
scholarly tendency explains the opening 
sentences of the book, and indeed, the 
entirety of The Word from the Beginning 
comprises BGS’s resounding rejection of 
these scholarly opinions (1). Moreover, 
the rejection of this trend is the flip 
side of the positive contribution and 
presentation that comprise the central 
focus of The Word.

That focus is the author’s contention 
that when in 1:1 the evangelist identifies 
Jesus as “the Word,” this speaks not only 
of who Jesus is (his “Person”) but also 
what Jesus has come to do (his “Work”). 
That work of Jesus—of the Word of 
God—is preeminently to speak words 
of power, words of life, words that reveal 
the saving significance of the signs that 
Jesus will perform. In emphasizing the 
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preeminence of Jesus’s words, BGS also 
offers his solution to the question of 
“whence saving faith?” in the Gospel 
of John. To be sure, faith based solely 
on signs, that is, solely on “seeing” can 
be a positive development; nonetheless 
such faith is “less-than-informed” (22; 
cf. 29) and ultimately falls short as in 
the case of Nicodemus and many others. 
From beginning to end, in this Gospel, 
BGS argues, true faith that gives eternal 
life can in the end only come through 
hearing and believing the words of the 
Word Made Flesh. “By his word this 
world was made. By his word will it be 
remade” (5). 

In nine chapters the monograph 
follows the outline of the Gospel itself: 
(1) The Prologue (1:1–18), (2) A First 
Journey to Jerusalem in Anticipation of 
the Coming of His Hour (1:19–3:36), 
(3) A Second Journey to Jerusalem in 
Anticipation of the Coming of His 
Hour (4:1–5:47), (4) A Third Journey 
to Jerusalem in Anticipation of the 
Coming of His Hour (6:1–10:42), (5) 
A Troubled Thomas and a Dead Man 
Rises (11:1–57), (6) The Beginning the 
Final Week and the Arrival of His Hour 
(12:1–50), (7) The End of the Final 
Week and the Accomplishment of His 
Hour (13:1–19:42), (8) A Dead Man 
Rises and a Troubled Thomas (20:1–31), 
(9) The Epilogue (21:1–25). Even as 
BGS attends to narrative units and 
narrative development, he maintains 
his focus on the centrality, necessity, 
and sole sufficiency of the words of the 
Word. In a very helpful way chapters 
2 through 8 (the “story” proper) each 

begin with a precise summary of what 
the reader will encounter in that chapter. 
Each of these summary paragraphs 
begins exactly the same way, “With the 
story of Jesus that follows . . .” Did BGS, 
a specialist in John’s Gospel, take a cue 
from how the evangelist St. Matthew 
ended each of his five major discourses? 
Stranger things have happened!

I noticed as I read how the clear 
focus on the necessary and solely 
sufficient words of the Word brought 
new emphasis to very familiar verses 
from John. John 5:24, “whoever hears 
my word and believes him who sent me 
has eternal life.” John 6:68, “Lord to 
whom shall we go? You have the words 
of eternal life.” John 12:48, “the one 
who rejects me and does not receive my 
words has a judge; the word that I have 
spoken will judge him on the last day.” 
Even the dramatic turn when Mary 
Magdalene recognizes (!) Jesus occurs 
because Jesus has spoken a single word 
to her: “Mary!” This repeated reading 
experience tells the tale of how well BGS 
has placed his focus in this study.

I haven’t yet mentioned that The 
Word from the Beginning is a dense book. 
By that, I mean that there are a lot of 
insights packed into the prose. It is not, 
of course, a full-length commentary on 
the Gospel of John. One is rewarded all 
along the way, however, with smaller 
scale insights into particular texts. 
Some of them reinforced my own prior 
thoughts about things; others challenged 
me to think in new ways. Regarding 
Jesus’s words about living water in 
7:37–38, BGS succinctly argues for the 
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translation that makes it clear that it is 
out of the belly of Jesus that the living 
water will flow, not out of the belly of 
the believer (44, n. 32). His comments 
on what is communicated by ἐγώ εἰμι 
in John are, in my view, spot on and run 
counter to some common claims (see on 
8:58 pages 49–50, especially note 56); 
see also his treatment of 10:30–32 (56, 
n.98). His answer to why Jesus wept in 
11:35 was a new suggestion to me (63–
64). His treatment of the Thomas story 
in 20:19–29 (109–113) is doggedly 
textual and theologically profound; I’ll 
let you buy the book and read what he 
has to say.

In one particular way, The Word 
from the Beginning by Bruce G. 
Schuchard reminds me of the Gospel of 
John itself. Its style is simple; sentences 
are short and punchy. At first one might 
be tempted to think that you can skim 
it and receive what is there. That’s a 
mistake with regard to the Gospel 
wherein both a child can bathe, and an 
elephant can drown. In a related way, 
this welcome treatment of John’s focus 
on the saving and solely sufficient words 
of the Word Made Flesh deserves careful 
and repeated reading. Such reading will 
pay dividends not only for the mind, 
but for the believing hearts of Jesus’s 
sheep, who love to hear the voice of their 
Shepherd.

Jeffrey A. Gibbs 

CHRIST, CULTURE, AND CINEMA: 
How Faith and Films Intersect. By 
Jeffrey Skopak. Concordia Publishing 
House, 2022. Paper. 187 pages. $16.99.

In this engaging book, Rev. Skopak asks 
Christians to think of ourselves as people 
who are standing at a busy intersection, 
which he calls Christ, Culture, and 
Cinema (hereafter, CCC). The metaphor 
invites some questions, like: How 
do I navigate the tangled traffic jams 
when these three converge? What is 
influencing me and in what ways? When 
do I plunge ahead or hold back? How 
am I to think of myself and my place in 
this world as I navigate the traffic? These 
are some of the questions that Skopak is 
interested in helping us explore. 

In order to help us think about 
these bigger questions, Skopak takes us 
into the world of seven different movies 
and invites us to reflect on our own lives 
in light of what each movie gives us. 
For example, in chapter 3 (my favorite), 
titled “Cultural Collisions,” Skopak 
takes up the issue of racism through his 
discussion of the movie Hidden Figures. 
In this chapter, Skopak weaves together 
his own cultural observations, relevant 
scriptural texts, and a discussion of how 
the plot of the movie depicts the pain 
of racism but also moves its viewers to 
a more hopeful place. Throughout the 
chapter, he keeps us mindful of who we 
are as God’s people and the power of 
grace to speak healing and hope to those 
around us.

Skopak follows a similar pattern in 
each chapter, weaving together personal 
observations, biblical texts, and gospel-
centered direction for our lives. At the 
end of each chapter, Skopak includes 
two pages of discussion questions. 
The questions are designed to actively 
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encourage readers to meet the challenge 
he poses in the opening chapter of his 
book, where he says, “. . . As you move 
through the various ‘scenes’ of this book, 
think about your own intersection with 
Christ, culture, and cinema. Consider 
your faith (13).” The questions help 
movie goers to do this very thing—
think about your own intersection 
with Christ—think about your own 
intersection with culture—and consider 
your faith. 

The enduring value of the questions 
is that many of them can be used not 
only for the movies discussed in CCC 
but any movie that you might care to 
watch. Kept close at hand, the questions 
will help movie goers develop a certain 
“critical eye” that will enable us to 
interact more thoughtfully, not only 
with what we see on the silver screen, 
but also with what is going on in our 
own minds and hearts as we watch.

I especially appreciate the devotional 
style of CCC. Its accessibility makes 
it an ideal choice for teen and young 
adult discussion groups. But it is also a 
good resource for families and parents 
who would like to help their children 
think more critically about their own 
identity as Christians, the movies they 
watch, and their witness to friends and 
classmates. 

Finally, I would like to commend to 
readers the final chapter of CCC, “Roll 
the Credits.” I want to highlight the 
subtle apology Rev. Skopak makes for 
watching movies that may make us feel 
uncomfortable. In my opinion, too often 
conversations about the relationship 

of Christianity and the arts (especially 
movies) get snagged on issues of whether 
a movie is or is not appropriate to 
watch. While there are certainly places 
where such discussions need to happen, 
there is also a case to be made that it is 
important for Christians to be in those 
dark spaces with people who know 
nothing else but that darkness. 

After all, if it is true, as Skopak 
says, that movies help us see things we 
otherwise would not have seen and that 
movies show us the culture for what it is 
and where it stands (12), then it means 
that the real problem is not a movie, 
but the broken, dark, sinful, evil world 
in which we live (and that includes 
our sinful evil hearts out of which evil 
thoughts, words, and deeds proceed). 
Challenging movies, therefore, can help 
us see the real world as others see it, and 
understand where the powerful word of 
God needs to go in the real world (12).

We can’t escape from sin and evil 
or withdraw from it. We have to be 
delivered from it. And the wonderful 
fact is that our Lord has redeemed us 
and does use us to bring the word of 
redemption to those who desperately 
need it. I agree with Skopak when he 
says that Jesus doesn’t want us to shy 
away from the culture or the cinema 
or abandon it. He directs us to go into 
the culture and proclaim the gospel 
to a hurting and dying world. So, we 
Christians don’t need to wring our hands 
of the world, nor react in fear, nor wear 
our piety on our sleeves. We have a sure 
word of promise from the omnipotent 
God. We can live boldly and confidently 
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in God’s forgiveness and grace, certain 
that nothing can overcome it. 

Tim Saleska

COMMON CALLINGS AND ORDINARY 
VIRTUES: Christian Ethics for 
Everyday Life. By Brent Waters. Baker, 
2022. Paper. 268 pages. $27.99.

Whether overtly stated or not, books 
typically stake out for themselves 
worthy aspirations and substantive goals 
intended to inspire, provoke, and equip 
readers to ascend into increased levels of 
insight, understanding, skillful activity, 
spiritual wholeness, or meaningful 
living—and sometimes all of these. It 
is somewhat disarming, then, when a 
book freely admits its goal to be the 
production of “people pursuing the good 
of being boring” (245). Wisely, however, 
the author does not forthrightly reveal 
this agenda until the final pages. 
That same wisdom yielded a careful 
suppression of boring or its cognates on 
either cover of the book. Still, Waters is 
unabashed about his goal to encourage 
the great good of being boring (which 
is not, he makes clear, the same as 
being bored or a bore (244)). As the 
author sees it, to be boring is simply to 
take seriously the importance of doing 
well the mundane and routine tasks 
of ordinary life, “cleaning, repairing, 
shopping, cooking, and on and on” 
(245). This universal and uninteresting 
work matters, Waters argues, because 
these activities are the habits that shape 
character and have much to do with 
determining the sort of people we 
become.

With such unremarkable material 
available for consideration, it seems 
that this might be a book destined to 
serve best as a drug-free remedy for 
insomnia. That Waters evades this fate 
is a testament not only to his skill as 
a writer, but also to the accuracy and 
importance of his thesis. Waters is 
right. The everyday stuff of life is what 
life is all about and the way that each 
of us goes about the tedious tasks of 
maintaining our corporeal lives (after 
all, “we are embodied creatures, and 
bodies demand a great deal of attention” 
(164)) has much to do with the kind of 
people that we are and become. Waters 
helps us see what we miss because it is 
all too familiar but does not aim too 
high and suggest a fresh new love for the 
mundane or offer a way to supercharge 
or spice up the ordinary. The ordinary 
remains ordinary, and its significance 
for our lives is the fact that it does 
not sparkle or shine and yet matters 
enormously for human flourishing.

Overt and extended theological 
work is not prominent in the book yet 
underlies all that is argued. And when 
it does appear, it is faithful to Christian 
confession. Waters excels at integrating 
the regular stuff of life with the central 
tenets of our faith. With reverence and 
insight, he explores how eating, working, 
playing, cleaning, and communicating 
are all connected to the eternal truths 
of God as Creator, Redeemer, and 
Fulfiller of this world. Waters helps 
us see not only our everyday activities 
but also our everyday relationships as 
shaped and directed by the realities 
of God’s design for his creation. He 
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offers especially keen insights into the 
distinctions between strangers, friends, 
and family, and pushes back against the 
alleged but counterfeit intimacy of our 
virtual world. A great strength of the text 
is that it touches carefully and rightly 
on an array of widely divergent ethical 
concerns including marriage, work, 
social stratification, poverty, technology, 
friendship, patriotism, and even 
manners, and interacts with a host of 
disparate authors from Hannah Arendt 
to Roger Scruton to Miss Manners 
to Gustaf Wingren and yet integrates 
them into a consistent and compelling 
whole. That he turns not primarily to 
personal experience but to an assortment 
of novels to illustrate his arguments 
enriches and validates the case he builds.

Common Callings and Ordinary 
Virtues deserves a wide reading if for 
no other reason than to help those of 
us who live in an age of hyperbole and 
what is purported to be extraordinary 
and unprecedented events to be simple 
people who follow Christ in the 
everyday and who excel at being boring 
in the best possible way.

Joel Biermann

WHEN CHRISTIANS WERE JEWS: The 
First Generation. By Paula Fredriksen. 
Yale University Press, 2018. Hardcover. 
261 pages. $27.50.

The promising title of this book from 
Yale University Press capitalizes on 
the study of the Jewish origins of 
Christianity. There is a further promise 
in these pages of exploring the earliest 

layers of this Jewish sect that soon 
became a religion of its own. Historians 
salivate over peeling back the layers 
of what they view as later accretions 
of imposed ecclesiology and practice 
from the later church, in order to get at 
the authentic Christianity of that first 
generation of Christians. Our author 
posits that even the word “Christian” in 
her title is probably already an imposed 
category that the first generation 
would not have recognized: “If we use 
‘Christian’ of this first generation, we 
pull them out of their own context, 
domesticating them for ours” (191). 
And she may have a point since, as 
Luke himself reports, they were only 
first called Christians some years later 
at Antioch (Acts 11:26). The goal 
of her study, then, is to provide as 
much historical context for that first 
generation as possible so that the reader 
can see these first believers for what 
they were: Jews who followed Jesus as 
their promised Messiah revealed. And 
in many ways, she achieves this goal 
in her highly readable account of these 
first-century followers. She chronicles 
the Judaism of the time, providing 
fascinating and engaging details from 
Paul, Josephus, and the community 
of the Essenes that help fill in some 
of the blanks of what we know about 
these earliest believers from the Gospel 
accounts and Acts.

But the main focus of Fredriksen’s 
book concerns the eschatological 
expectations of this earliest community 
who were awaiting Christ’s imminent 
return. This is central to how she 
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characterizes this first generation. They 
believed the kingdom of God was at 
hand. But how did the community 
respond once their Messiah didn’t 
return and usher in the kingdom? 
“They foresaw no extended future. 
They passionately believed that God 
was about to fulfill his ancient promises 
to Israel: to redeem history, to defeat 
evil, to raise the dead, and to establish 
a universal reign of justice and peace” 
(1). She traces these apocalyptic signs 
through various events in the history 
of this first generation of followers of 
Jesus, including the events surrounding 
Jesus’s resurrection and Pentecost, as 
well as the messianic expectations that 
came in response to Caligula’s attempt 
to place his own cult statue of Zeus/
Gaius in Jerusalem in AD 40 (165–167) 
and ultimately culminating in the 
destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70 
(167–169), which marked the endpoint 
of this first generation. Throughout 
this forty-year period of history, the 
dominant theme is this eschatological 
expectation that the Jews in general, and 
these “Christians” in particular, shared. 
And yet, the Messiah never arrived. So 
what’s the point? The point is that they, 
as good Jews, were living in expectation 
of that return. That eschatological 
expectation was at the center of how 
this first generation saw themselves, in 
Fredriksen’s telling. As she notes in her 
epilogue: “In their own eyes, they were 
history’s last generation. It is only in 
history’s eyes that they would become 
the first generation of the church” (191). 

Fredriksen, of course, is not the first 

New Testament scholar to recognize this 
eschatological expectation and urgency 
among Jesus’s first followers that Paul 
already makes plain for all to see in his 
letter to the Thessalonians. However, 
she uses the fact of these eschatological 
expectations to get behind the minds 
and hearts of these followers who did 
not have the luxury of history and 20/20 
hindsight to understand what they were 
going through. She portrays these first-
century followers of Jesus as Jews, who 
saw themselves as Jews, largely beholden 
to this Jewish eschatological expectation, 
prevalent in much of first-century 
Judaism. This is both a strength and a 
weakness of the book. The strength of 
the book is that it does make us think 
of these first “Christians” with the 
primary lens of their Jewishness, which 
no doubt is how they saw themselves. 
The weakness of this approach is that 
whatever does not fit gets explained 
away as either inaccurate, exaggerated, or 
as an interpolation by the later church of 
the second century (as well as the fourth 
century).

This is perhaps the most 
frustrating—and deleterious—point 
suffused throughout the book. While 
Paul’s writings as well as those of 
Josephus are taken, for the most part, at 
face value, higher-critical assumptions 
dismiss critical details of the Gospel 
and Acts narratives as later inventions 
by a second-century Luke concerned 
with second-century church matters 
more than an accurate history, or worse. 
The differing accounts of the temple 
cleansing provide the first opportunity 
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for exploiting the rift between the 
Synoptics and John (20–21), with other 
dissonances being exploited as we move 
through the book. For instance, Luke’s 
“second century” chronicling of the 
3,000 baptisms at Pentecost, “seems 
conjured for rhetorical effect” to make 
Christianity look like it was growing 
more than it actually did (126). 

The fourth century even makes an 
appearance when a section on “gods” 
in the pagan cosmos (162–163), 
leads the author to assert a few pages 
later that Paul himself was beholden 
to this gradient universe of gods. 
She goes so far as to assert, “Paul, 
importantly, never claims that Jesus is 
a god” (187)—a point with which I 
would whole-heartedly agree—but for 
reasons other than she would accept. 
She argues that Philippians 2 does not 
speak of Jesus as “God,” nor does Paul 
apparently anywhere else in his letters. 
Jesus is, however, “a divine mediator; a 
human being (anthropos), though ‘from 
heaven.’” Arius could not have said it 
better. She goes on to note, “Back in 
the mid-first century, when Christians 
were Jews, Jesus was high on the cosmic 
gradient, but he was nonetheless human” 
(187). It is only when Christians 
became Christians (i.e., fourth-century 
Constantinian Christianity), she seems 
to be saying, that they would have seen 
Jesus as God, equal with the Father.

In conclusion, knowing that Boston 
University Professor (emerita) Fredriksen 
is a higher critic will help discerning 
readers take her historical assumptions 
about the Gospel writers with a grain 

of salt, even as they will benefit from 
the many insights she provides for 
understanding the first-century milieu of 
Jesus’s earliest followers. But this book is 
also a case study in what happens to key 
doctrines, such as Christology, in New 
Testament studies when higher criticism 
is assumed and Christians are left out of 
the picture.

Joel Elowsky

CHRIST, CHURCH, AND WORLD: 
Bonhoeffer and Lutheran 
Ecclesiology after Christendom. By 
Theodore J. Hopkins. Fortress Academic, 
2021. Paper. 181 pages. $95.00.

Ecclesiology has become an increasingly 
popular field for theologians within the 
past century. Where “once there was 
no ecclesiology” (1), now hundreds of 
tomes seek to provide systematic and 
popular accounts of the church’s nature, 
character, and mission. Theodore J. 
Hopkins views this change in theological 
emphasis as a canary in the coal mine, 
warning us in the postmodern west that 
what was once incontrovertible can no 
longer be assumed. All true Christian 
theology is done within the context 
of the church, so periods in which the 
question “what is the church?” needs 
to be asked represent times of great 
theological turmoil and transition. 
Instead of focusing on the typical 
topics in ecclesiology which have been 
well trod between the Reformation 
and the twentieth century—matters of 
polity, governance, or ecumenism—
Hopkins refreshingly reorients the 
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ecclesiology conversation back to a more 
foundational question for the church 
today: the relationship between Christ, 
the church, and the world. Hopkins 
envisions all three as an interconnected 
triad, allowing an account of the church, 
which is in relationship with the other 
two, who are themselves connected 
to one another. He accomplishes this 
through extensive engagement with the 
twentieth-century German theologian, 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, drawing especially 
from Act and Being, Bonhoeffer’s 
lectures on Christology and the church, 
Discipleship, Ethics, and Letters and 
Papers from Prison. This is not a book 
about Bonhoeffer, but a book which uses 
Bonhoeffer to great contemporary effect. 
As a result, this book is an exceedingly 
relevant call to engage with the task of 
being the church which follows Christ 
and acts for and with the world. 

Hopkins begins with a survey 
of the current state of Lutheran 
ecclesiology—or in some cases, the lack 
thereof. He highlights two main modes 
of ecclesiology. The first establishes the 
church by the word of God, centering 
the church on God and his work. The 
flaw of this model is the way that it 
centers the individual as the hearer of 
justifying performative speech acts, 
which often disconnect one from the 
corporate narratives which give the 
existential experience of salvation 
meaning, effectively privatizing faith. 
Hopkins does not want to destroy 
the view of the church as “a creature 
of God’s Word” (5), as he affirms the 
centrality of the gospel as preceding the 

church as the word which exists prior 
to and separate from the community 
of faith. Instead, he seeks to repair an 
error in which preaching has come to 
dominate and override ecclesiology, 
as the individual’s therapeutic needs 
threaten to turn the church into a mere 
instrument. 

The second mode responds to the 
threat of individualism by focusing 
on the community’s relationship with 
the Trinity, especially the Holy Spirit. 
The church embodies the koinonia 
of the Trinity on earth through its 
public, corporate life. While Hopkins 
appreciates this corrective to the first 
mode, he delivers a decisive blow 
against the second. The social relation 
of the Trinity is just too different from 
human relationship for it to serve as 
a model, and the emphasis on God-
with-us ignores his transcendence and 
collapses into introspection. A new 
mode is needed: one which grounds 
justification in a person and avoids the 
inward reflection of pneumatological 
ecclesiology. 

In chapter 2, Hopkins introduces 
Bonhoeffer’s christological ecclesiology, 
which allows the avoidance of 
present Lutheran ecclesiological 
errors. The influence of Karl Barth 
caused Bonhoeffer to affirm Christ’s 
transcendence always as something 
which cannot be possessed as an 
object, but Bonhoeffer’s Lutheranism 
allows him to ground Christ as present 
in his body, the church. The three 
genera—the Lutheran way of discussing 
the communication of attributes 
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in Christology—assist Bonhoeffer, 
even as he is skeptical that they peak 
behind the curtain of the hidden God 
in affirming Christ as person, not as 
combined natures. The key christological 
question Bonhoeffer asks is who Christ 
is, both historically and presently. The 
person of Christ is present in “Word, 
Sacrament, and church-community 
(Gemeinde)” (52). In all three, Christ 
is Pro-me [being-for-me]. Christ is 
the center of the church, the world, 
reality and history. He is present as a 
corporate person—the church—and as 
transcendent Lord of all creation. 

The climax of the book comes 
in chapter 3 as Hopkins asserts, “the 
church is not defined in itself but 
in its fundamental relationship, the 
Christ-church-world triad” (87). The 
Christ-church dynamic is exemplified 
by Christ’s transcendence and presence, 
building upon Bonhoeffer’s Christology. 
The church is not Christ incarnate, able 
to act independently on its own will 
and power, but is Christ embodied, 
doing Christ’s will in, for, and with 
the world. The church does not merely 
imitate Christ or exist as Christ, but is 
passively conformed into the life, death, 
and resurrection of the living Christ. 
Because Christ is not a possession of the 
church, his word can speak not only to 
them, but against them, calling them to 
live faithfully as his people. The Christ-
world relationship is marked by God’s 
creation of it, its fall away from him, and 
his redemption of it on the cross. Christ 
came for the world, and he provides 
the story of its reality. This relationship 

impacts the church-world dynamic, as 
“the church is not different from the 
world in its fundamental ontology, and 
it should not seek to be so” (85). The 
church knows the story of itself and the 
story of the world, which the world does 
not know. Thus, the church witnesses to 
the world’s redemption, while necessarily 
acting for and with the world as Christ 
himself did and does. 

In chapter 4, Hopkins delivers on 
this call for the church to live in the 
story of Christ by narrating the two 
most important aspects of Christ’s 
historical personhood: Christ the Lord 
and Christ the Servant. Both stories call 
the church in America to repentance—
the first through the most pernicious sin 
of unfaithfulness and the second through 
the church’s failure to work in solidarity 
with the world from below. Whenever 
the church becomes an interest group 
focused on coercive political power, or 
an organization to therapeutically serve 
individuals, or an insulated community 
against the world, the church fails to 
recognize and be faithful to its Lord, 
head, and bridegroom: Christ. The worst 
thing the church can do is fail to be 
the church. Faithfulness to the person 
of Christ requires faithful living in his 
story through proclamation and action. 
Yet this faithfulness also allows a great 
deal of flexibility and freedom, allowing 
the church to respond to Christ and the 
world in ways appropriate to its own 
location in history of the story of Christ. 

Hopkins’s account of Bonhoeffer’s 
theology not only rings true of the 
great Berlin theologian but makes a 
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clear case for his usefulness among 
a group which has long neglected 
his insights. Surface level readings 
of Bonhoeffer’s work have often 
prevented a meaningful engagement 
with his ideas which hold such promise 
for the church in the twenty-first 
century. I deeply hope that Hopkins 
careful reading, clear exposition, and 
appropriate application of Bonhoeffer 
will help to change this. Nevertheless, 
I believe that Hopkins could have 
better worked out the difference which 
Bonhoeffer gives between solidarity and 
stellvertretung [vicarious representative 
action] in Sanctorum Communio and 
Ethics. Hopkins appropriately grounds 
solidarity in Christ and his suffering 
and thus avoids the secular solidarity 
Bonhoeffer repeatedly criticized, 
but a more thorough discussion of 
stellvertretung would have added to 
Hopkins’s categories of the church by 
introducing a vicarious solidarity which 
stands, in Bonhoeffer’s own words, 
“‘with,’ ‘for’ and ultimately ‘in place 
of ’ of neighbor” (DBWE 1:189). The 
church does not stand in place of the 
neighbor in power, but in suffering 
and prayer. A similar issue exists 
with Hopkins’s use of ontologically 
redemption for the world. Hopkins 
never clarifies the exact nature of 
this redemption, which is a notable 
omission because of the incorrect yet 
popular association of Bonhoeffer 
with universalism. The reconciliation 
of the world by Christ and the church 
is certainly a theme in Bonhoeffer’s 
work, but there is a difference between 

universal salvation and universal 
atonement, and Bonhoeffer was quite 
skeptical that the former could be held 
in any form beyond hope, although 
he remains open to the possibility. 
Lutheran readers will likely not struggle 
to work out this distinction faithfully, 
although they will still be challenged by 
Bonhoeffer and Hopkins’s radical view 
of the world, but non-Lutheran readers 
may find themselves wondering whether 
the world’s redemption is the same as 
the world’s salvation, which would miss 
Hopkins’s point. 

Hopkins has convincingly made the 
case that Christ is calling what I call “a 
weak church” out of Christendom. But 
in weakness, the church may rediscover 
faithfulness through conformity to 
Christ in his life, death, resurrection, 
and present ruling reign and presence. 
This church would not fight for its own 
preservation or defense but recognize 
that its identity is always outside of 
itself—in Christ the Lord and in his 
world. In Bonhoeffer’s words, “the 
church is church only when it is there 
for others” (130). This is a vision of the 
church defined by its relationship to 
Christ and the world. This work will not 
only help academic theologians wrestling 
with the doctrine of the church but is 
an invaluable resource for pastors and 
church leaders struggling with their 
ecclesial identity. I highly recommend 
this book.

Benjamin Leeper
Saint Louis, Missouri
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MESSIANIC HIGH CHRISTOLOGY: 
New Testament Variants of Second 
Temple Judaism. By Ruben A. Bühner. 
Baylor University Press, 2021. Hardcover. 
244 pages. $54.99.

The New Testament is replete with 
exalted descriptions of Jesus (e.g., Mt 
26:64; Phil 2:10). But what is the 
broader historical and cultural context 
in which such language should be 
understood? While many twentieth-
century scholars have argued that this 
context is Greco-Roman culture (e.g., 
the emperor cult, myths of demigods), 
many others have argued in the past 
several decades that this context is to 
be found in Jewish reflections on the 
Old Testament. Ruben Bühner joins 
this latter group of scholars arguing 
that “we should depict the emerging 
New Testament high Christologies 
primarily as variants of Second Temple 
messianism” (185). In other words, 
NT Christology should be read first 
and foremost as an outgrowth of 
broader Second Temple Jewish (STJ) 
reflections on messianic figures. This 
is the discourse context wherein 
exalted, “superhuman,” or even divine 
descriptions of Jesus find their meaning.

In his introduction Bühner 
helpfully lays out his methodology. 
For example, while not all Jews of the 
Second Temple period necessarily hoped 
for such an exalted messiah, Bühner 
argues that most Jews would likely 
still be familiar with such ideas (8). 
Bühner also emphasizes the importance 
of paying attention to the reception of 

OT texts in discerning the spectrum of 
Second Temple messianic hopes. Even if 
an OT text was not originally intended 
to be messianic, this did not necessarily 
prevent STJ readers from reading it 
messianically. Bühner also has helpful 
comments regarding what assumptions 
we can make about how STJ texts 
distinguish God from the rest of creation 
(12–19) and what this means for “divine 
messianism.”

For each of the next several chapters 
Bühner compares an exalted description 
of Jesus in a NT text with a description 
of a messianic figure in a few STJ texts. 
In chapter one he compares Philippians 
2:6–11 with two texts from the Dead Sea 
Scrolls: 4Q491c, “the Self-Glorification 
Hymn,” and 11Q13, the “Midrash on 
Melchizedek. Both texts depict a figure 
that is exalted into the heavenly realm 
above the angels. 11Q13 even depicts its 
messianic figure as preexistent. Bühner 
does not argue for any kind of literary 
dependence, nor does he argue that Paul’s 
Christology is identical to these STJ 
authors. Rather, such a comparison shows 
that Paul’s exalted description of Jesus 
in Philippians 2 has a basic precedent 
in some Second Temple messianic texts. 
Contrary to some, there is not necessarily 
a contradiction between heavenly figures 
and messianic figures (63).

Chapter two discusses Jesus’s 
description of himself as the Son of 
Man in Mark 14:61–65 alongside the 
Son of Man figure in 4 Ezra and the 
reception of Psalm 110. While many 
are hesitant to read Daniel 7 and Psalm 
110 as messianic in their original 
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contexts, Bühner demonstrates that a 
number of STJ writers did not share 
such hesitancies. Chapter three discusses 
the virgin birth in Luke in relation to 
the STJ reception of Isaiah 7:14–16 
and the Son of God text (4Q246). 
Bühner discusses how such a comparison 
undermines the assertion that the virgin 
birth tradition found in Luke “would 
have become possible only at the end of 
a long christological development” (121). 
Chapter four examines the worshipped 
and enthroned lamb of Revelation 4–5 
next to the Parables of Enoch (1 Enoch 
37–71), showing that while it is indeed 
rare for STJ texts to depict messiahs 
as worshipped on heavenly thrones (as 
opposed to earthly ones), this does still 
appear within STJ messianic tradition 
(141). Finally, chapter five analyzes the 
prologue of John’s Gospel, discussing 
a number of parallels in STJ texts 
including the use of “God” as a predicate 
for messiah figures, the power of the 
messiah’s words, and so on. Bühner 
argues that even though John’s prologue 
presents a significantly more exalted 
messianic picture than previous STJ 
texts, John still does so “in dialogue with 
these earlier traditions” (171).

Bühner follows up with a short 
chapter reflecting on STJ messianic 
motifs not taken up in the NT, namely 
angelic messianism, before concluding 
with a number of reflections on the 
relevance of his study for so-called 
early high Christology. For example, 
Bühner argues that scholars have been 
too focused on finding the differences 
between STJ messianism and NT 

Christology, skewing our understanding 
of both in the process. He is also critical 
of those who see a development in the 
NT from a “lower” or less divine (and 
often more Jewish) Christology to a 
“higher” or more divine (and often 
more Greek) Christology. Bühner also 
suggests that we may be assuming that 
a “higher level of explicitness” in certain 
NT texts necessitates a “higher level of 
divinity” in their depiction of Jesus (189). 
Furthermore, Bühner suggests that if such 
exalted messianism was a viable form of 
STJ messianism, then, contrary to much 
historical Jesus research, there may be no 
reason to assume that claims about Jesus’s 
divinity could not necessarily go back to 
his own lifetime (191).

Bühner’s study is well-researched, 
insightful, and moves the scholarly 
conversation forward. There are only 
two weaknesses worth mentioning 
here. First, Bühner has a somewhat 
bewildering hesitance to use any 
traditional doctrinal or ontological 
language to describe these texts. For 
example, he balks at using “alien terms” 
like “incarnation” to describe what 
is happening in Philippians 2 (30). 
Second, one sometimes wishes that 
Bühner would do more with the parallels 
he identifies. Bühner persuasively utilizes 
these textual parallels to demonstrate his 
thesis and even overturns some common 
scholarly presuppositions. However, it 
would have been helpful to show more 
fully how reading NT Christology 
within the context of Second Temple 
messianism clarifies the claims that NT 
texts make about Jesus.
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Perhaps Bühner’s greatest 
contribution is helping readers to 
see how NT interaction with STJ 
messianism goes beyond the fulfillment 
of discrete scriptural prooftexts. Although 
Bühner does not make this point, his 
study will hopefully remind readers that 
the church’s christological reflection 
did not begin with the apostolic fathers 
nor even the NT. The “BC church” was 
engaging in christological reflection 
throughout the Second Temple period 
and even well before. If Bühner is right, 
then we will understand the NT’s own 
contribution to this discourse when we 
keep this in mind.

Kendall A. Davis
University of Edinburgh

Edinburgh, United Kingdom

ABRAHAM’S SILENCE: The Binding 
of Isaac, the Suffering of Job, and 
How to Talk Back to God. By J. Richard 
Middleton. Baker Academic, 2021. Paper. 
256 pages. $26.99.

J. Richard Middleton observes that 
interpreters of the binding of Isaac 
narrative in Genesis 22 have generally 
assumed the story could be understood 
in one of two ways. Abraham’s actions 
are praiseworthy or condemnable. The 
case for the former is usually made on 
exegetical grounds (141). The case for 
the latter is usually made on ideological 
grounds (8). Middleton seeks a middle 
road. His reading of the Aqedah 
criticizes Abraham’s actions on exegetical 
grounds and argues that Abraham 
should have objected to the command 

rather than keeping silent before 
God (224). To that end, Middleton 
explores the concept of what constitutes 
appropriate speech to God in the Old 
Testament by analyzing lament literature 
and Job. He uses the points established 
there to offer a fresh interpretation of 
the Aqedah.

In part 1, Middleton shows the 
biblical precedent for bold speech 
toward God throughout the Old 
Testament. First, he demonstrates 
biblical precedent for processing pain by 
addressing God citing examples in the 
lament psalms especially Psalms 39 and 
88 (31–35). He then discusses Israel’s 
cry in Exodus 2 and Jesus’s prayers 
in Gethsemane and on the cross as 
examples of prayer that lays pain at the 
feet of God (36–39). Next, he analyzes 
Moses’s intercession to God on behalf of 
Israel. For Middleton, the significance of 
this intercession is the crying out to God 
which changes the outcome for Israel 
(54), a practice which he traces through 
various Old Testament prophets as other 
examples of bold prayer (56). 

In part 2, Middleton’s focus is Job. 
The two most common approaches 
to the book, he notes, are to see it as 
dealing with the question of theodicy 
or that of disinterested allegiance to 
God (74). He argues that the content of 
Job conflicts with either approach but 
unfolds coherently when the book is 
seen as dealing with the question of right 
speech to God in the face of suffering 
(78). Middleton sees Job as “presenting 
a hypothetical what-if scenario in order 
to stimulate reflection on right speech 
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in the face of evident evil” (101). In this 
reading, God’s desire is that his people’s 
speech in the face of evil would be 
addressed to him (126). 

The problem of God’s response to 
Job looms over this interpretation if it 
is read as God putting Job in his place, 
but Middleton’s reading focuses on 
God’s praise of Job’s speech in 42:7–8. 
He argues that God’s response should 
be seen as consistent with these verses 
of divine praise and is an attempt to 
provoke Job to engage his Creator in 
dialogue (116). He concludes, “The 
book of Job thus suggests that . . . there 
is the viable option of honest, forthright 
challenge to God in prayer, which God 
(as Creator) both wants and expects 
of those made in the divine image” 
(128). Middleton’s insistence that Job is 
hypothetical (101) is problematic (see 
Ez 14:14, 20) but one can accept Job’s 
historicity and Middleton’s reading. The 
use of Job 42:7–8 as an interpretive key 
is insightful and offers an interesting 
reading of the book.

In part 3, Middleton focuses on 
the Aqedah itself, and especially on 
Abraham’s silence at God’s command 
to sacrifice Isaac. Middleton’s reading 
responds to the work of Walter Moberly 
and Jon Levenson, who read the account 
positively and warn against critical 
readings (134) which are often based 
on extrabiblical assumptions (141). 
However, Middleton argues that the 
text itself criticizes Abraham (224). He 
sees the narrative arc as centered on 
Abraham’s relationship with God and his 
discernment of God’s character (197) and 

notices that Abraham’s verbal responses 
to God “exhibit a growing then declining 
degree of intimacy” (198). The height 
of the relationship is Genesis 18:22–33, 
which he reads as a lesson in the mercy 
of God (202). Abraham cuts this lesson 
short by not asking God to spare the city 
on account of Lot alone (206) suggesting 
he does not grasp the depth of God’s 
mercy (203). In Genesis 22 Abraham’s 
knowledge of God’s character is being 
tested (205). Because of his failure in 
Genesis 18 he never learned to ask God 
for complete mercy, and when God raises 
the stakes in Genesis 22, he never asks at 
all (206). He questions Abraham’s silence 
on the grounds that he has shown that 
there is significant biblical precedent for 
talking back to God, which Abraham 
himself does in Genesis 18 (133). He 
concludes that the best way for Abraham 
to respond would have been to cry out to 
God in protest on behalf of his son (224). 

Middleton offers a careful and 
thought-provoking interpretation of the 
Aqedah and the other texts he studies. 
It is refreshing to find a textual case 
for critiquing the ethical dilemma the 
Aqedah poses. Middleton effectively 
shows there is room for interpretations 
of the Aqedah that criticize Abraham 
without falling into ideological critique. 

The work is not entirely free from 
issues. Regarding prayer Middleton 
argues convincingly that bold prayer 
is tolerated and even invited by God 
but also says, “Moses changed God’s 
course of action” (52) and “Ezekiel’s 
prayer came too late to prevent the 
exile” (60). These statements lean toward 
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open theism in which God does not 
know the future and human agency 
helps determine it. Against this R. Reed 
Lessing has effectively argued it is best to 
understand the change that comes with 
prayer as a change in God’s disposition.1 

The major issue lies in Middleton’s 
exegetical method. He notes that his 
approach “is similar to what William 
P. Brown calls ‘reading with wonder’” 
(165). According to Brown,2 it involves 
“feeling the text’s jagged contours, 
peering into its dark crevices, looking 
for anomalies and subtleties that raise 
eyebrows as well as, on occasion, the hair 
on the back of the neck.” Middleton is 
aware of the potential problems with 
this approach (166) and his concern is 
warranted. There are points into which 
he simply reads too much. For example, 
much of the evidence that Abraham 
is under emotional turmoil in Genesis 
22:3–4 springs from textual observation 
but moves to speculation into Abraham’s 
state of mind (174) which is shaky 
exegetical ground. Additionally, he 
argues that the repetition of         during 
God’s speech in Job 40:1 (120), Genesis 
15:5 (199) and Genesis 22:7 (179) 
indicate God pauses to allow Job or 
Abraham to speak. While such repetition 
is not common, other examples exist 
that do not indicate the speaker is 
waiting for someone else to respond 
(e.g., Gn 24:24–25, where the repetition 
seems to simply separate answers to two 
questions). 

Overall, Middleton presents a 
nuanced textual study of an important 
passage situated in its canonical context. 

He does so “to help people of faith 
recover the value of lament prayer as a 
way to process our pain (and the pain of 
the world) with the God of heaven and 
earth—for healing both of ourselves and 
the world” (9). In this, he is successful. 
He argues for lament as a means for 
developing a healthy sense of self in 
our faith and that lament’s theological 
importance comes from the discernment 
of God’s compassion which typically 
accompanies it (236). He sees this 
discernment as influential in our ethics 
because it generates empathy which 
combats tribalism (239). This point is 
extraordinarily helpful, whether one 
accepts his readings of Job and Genesis 
or not. Middleton reminds the church 
that it is invited and expected to cry out 
to God in the midst of suffering and 
injustice. It is well worth the read for 
academics and pastors who seek to guide 
the church and individual Christians 
through distressing times.

Kale Hanson
Zion Lutheran Church

Bethalto, Illinois

 1 R. Reed Lessing, Jonah, Concordia Commentary 
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2007), 
325.

2 William P. Brown, Sacred Sense (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2007), 11.
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