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Paul in Acts and Paul in His Letters. Daniel Marguerat. WUNT 310. Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2013. ISBN: 3161510620. Pp. ix + 295. $203.00 (USD).

Daniel Marguerat has collected several of his essays into a monograph Paul in 
Acts and Paul in His Letters. His expressed concern is that of the reception of Paul 
in early Christianity, particularly the relation between Paul’s letters and his pres-
entation in Acts. In an effort to break the polarized discourses of harmonization 
vs. incompatibility, Marguerat develops three poles of reception that build upon 
an earlier typology suggested by François Bovon. These three poles represent 
three parallel and mutually informing aspects of how early Christian commun-
ities responded to Paul’s absence (death). The “documentary” pole involves the 
collection and shaping of Pauline letters. The “biographical” pole remembers and 
glorifies the activities of Paul as missionary. The “doctoral” pole involves the 
pseudepigraphic invocation of Paul, especially in terms of intertextual conversa-
tion with “proto-Pauline” letters. Marguerat proposes a hermeneutical shift that 
does not posit Paul’s letters as authentic material from which Luke’s account may 
or may not deviate. He identifies the “norm” of Pauline identity not as constituted 
by his letters per se, but rather as extant in the shift and continuity of his reception. 
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In chapter two, Marguerat investigates the image of Paul portrayed in Acts, 
especially as this image comes into contact with the evidence of the Pauline epis-
tles. Marguerat identifies so-called discrepancies on both the level of information 
about Paul and on the level of Pauline theology. This chapter engages the meth-
odological issues raised in the previous chapter in greater detail, seeking to shift 
the types of questions we ask of Pauline biography. Marguerat is interested in 
dispensing with positivistic expectations while appreciating the Lukan “his-
toriographical point of view” (28). In addition, Marguerat wishes to challenge 
some of the more naive expectations of eyewitness testimony, i.e., that the author 
of Acts was actually present with Paul during some of his missionary journeys. In 
order to combat these polarized discourses, Marguerat develops his theory of re-
ception, touched on in the previous chapter. These poles serve as a base from 
which to launch an analysis of the Paul in Acts and in his own letters. Marguerat 
makes some interesting points here that are worth keeping in mind throughout his 
analyses. Luke is situated within a “Pauline movement,” in which memories of 
Paul (not his writings) are valued. Paul’s image should be considered as a vector 
within early Christian identity formation, and not in isolation from such his-
toriographical considerations. Paul is “emblematic” of Christianity, reflecting a 
rupture from Judaism as a result of an experience with Christ. However, certain 

“third generation” considerations influence Luke’s historiography at the expense 
of some of the more “Pauline” emphases.

One of these is Paul’s approach to the law, which is taken up in chapter three. 
The issue here is that Paul seems to hold a dual perspective on the law: it cannot 
save, but he seems rather adamant to keep it. Marguerat’s reading sees that while 
the Law has been replaced by faith in terms of its ability to save, it remains a 

“reservoir of the divine will” (55) and therefore remains relevant for Christian 
identity. This identity is of primary concern to Luke, over and above the soterio-
logical shift taking place in the earliest period of “Christianity.” Thus, for ex-
ample, at the Jerusalem council in Acts 15, the very issues of circumcision and the 
keeping of the law facilitate connections with Gentile Christians’ observance of 
the law, while maintaining strong continuity with a Jewish heritage. 

At this point it is worth noting that I think that this book can be read in two 
ways. First, the reader can appreciate each chapter as though it is an independent 
article. Each one is worth the read and contributes to the primary issue it sets out 
to engage. However, Marguerat notes in the preface that the thirteen chapters 

“follow the path of reverse chronology: starting with the reception of Paul and 
moving back to the apostle’s writings” (v). The significance of this strategy is 
only appreciable when the book is read from cover to cover. Following the first 
few chapters (above) that explicitly engage “Paul in Acts,” Marguerat focuses 
more upon Luke as a historian. Chapter five examines testimony to Jesus’s resur-
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rection in Acts; chapter six, Luke’s patterns of characterization; chapter seven, 
Luke’s replacement of the Temple with the home as a locale for forming identity; 
chapter 8 posits Luke’s account as a testimony to the resurrection; and chapter 
nine queries Luke’s interest in meals. There are only brief points at which the 
character of Paul figures into these explorations.

Following these are four chapters that are devoted specifically to issues that 
pop up in the letters themselves. Chapter eleven is a rather lengthy discussion of 
Paul’s view of justification by faith, in which Marguerat takes a chronological 
approach to the theme. Some elements of this chapter ought to be considered in 
relation to chapter three (Paul and the law in Acts). Paul’s opposition to the law 
(that is, the relation between justification and the law) is a rather late development 
in his thought, brought about by a Pharisaic approach to the law that restricted 
justification to Jews. This was a perspective that Paul himself had to come to 
terms with at his conversion to Christ, now relived due to Judaizing teachers at 
certain of Paul’s congregations. Chapter twelve engages the nature of the relation-
ship between Paul and the Thessalonians, in which Paul’s heightened emotional 
language subverts his apostolic privilege. Chapter thirteen looks at Paul’s discus-
sion of the woman’s veil, where Paul reinterprets the creation “order” in more 
egalitarian terms. A common thread in each of these chapters is Marguerat’s care-
ful attention to the theological reasoning in many of Paul’s arguments.

What may at first appear to be a rather disconnected set of essays, then, actually 
serves to illustrate the argument that Marguerat stresses at the beginning of the 
book: the notion of three distinct poles of Pauline reception. Other studies that 
focus only on points of contact between Paul’s letters and Luke’s account are 
prone to miss some of the distinctive characteristics of each genre. By not persev-
erating on the diverse accounts of Paul’s conversion experience, for example, 
Marguerat is able to appreciate these accounts in the context of their particular 
pole. Thus, the most significant aspect of this work is Marguerat’s careful concern 
regarding Pauline reception. All portraits of Paul available to modern readers are 
mediated through one of the three poles of reception. The benefit of this approach 
is that it avoids privileging one of our access points to Paul over another. There 
has been a tendency in Pauline scholarship to pit the Lukan portrait of Paul against 
the “authentic” Paul found in his letters, which can stifle creative readings of both 
sets of texts. Marguerat reminds us that the only Paul we have is a received and 
constructed one, and that this ought to affect our disposition towards Lukan his-
toriography. I appreciate this point very much. My only complaint is that Mar-
guerat fails to connect the latter chapters to the question of Pauline reception, 
leaving much for the reader to infer. There could have been a concluding chapter 
that drew together some of the implications for Pauline reception and Lukan his-
toriography. With that said, this collection is a rewarding read, both for those with 
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an interest in the book of Acts as well as those interested in the reception of Paul 
in early Christianity. I would especially welcome studies that further explicate the 
dynamics of Marguerat’s three poles of Pauline reception.

Gregory P. Fewster
Department for the Study of Religion, University of Toronto

Biblical Interpretation and Philosophical Hermeneutics. Bradley H. McLean. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012. ISBN: 9781107683402. Pp. viii 
+ 320. $26.99 (USD).

Bradley’s McLean’s stated goal with Biblical Interpretation and Philosophical 
Hermeneutics is answering the questions, “What difference would it make to the 
discipline of biblical studies if scholars were to disavow their ‘subjecthood’?” 
and, “What difference would it make if scholars were to cease reading the scrip-
tures as objects of inquiry?” (vii). By no account should McLean be considered 
unsuccessful at addressing either of these questions, for he displays a consistently 
impressive command of the subject matter of philosophical hermeneutics and a 
creative flair for applying it to the bible. Neither of these feats should be taken for 
granted, as McLean consistently provides lucid summaries of a number of quite 
dense and technical philosophical thinkers, as well as engaging examples of what 
it might look like to bring their ideas to bear on the handling of a given text. Al-
though McLean appears to be writing for a general confessional audience and not 
evangelicals specifically, his contribution to this subject area should be met with 
widespread appreciation in light of the frequent terminological confusion with-
in evangelical publications often claiming to address “hermeneutics,” but really 
covering what would properly be called criticism or exegesis. 

A brief preface notes that the starting point of this project is the failure of the 
historicist model of interpretation founded on the schema of the interpreter as a 
sovereign subject and the text as a detached object. Despite the advances in know-
ledge afforded by historical investigation, it resulted in the profound alienation of 
believers from scripture due to a newfound emphasis on its historical distance 
from modern people, as well as the collapse of the use of history as a foundation 
for faith. McLean’s thoughtful introduction fleshes this out more, setting out the 
concepts of the “founding sense-event” and “present sense-event” of a text, not-
ing that interpretation has not truly taken place without the determination of 
present significance, and that a strictly historical approach does not account for 
the role of the situated scholar. 

Part One of the book is entitled “The Crisis of Historical Meaning,” and it 
contains four chapters covering the concepts and figures that led up to the aban-
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donment of confidence in historicism that occurred with Troeltsch. McLean help-
fully engages with modern linguistics in explicating the difficulty of precisely 
defining “meaning,” and sets forth a sophisticated, stratified model that consists 
of the categories of “expression and signification” (semantic meaning), “denota-
tion” (reference), “manifestation” (authorial intent), and “sense” (value). He then 
summarizes Schleiermacher’s understanding of authorship, follows it with Dil-
they and Husserl’s attempts at saving the humanities, and finishes with the situa-
tion of the widespread realization of the mythical nature of the assumption of 
progress and the constructive (as opposed to descriptive) nature of historical 
investigation.

Part Two, “On the Way to Post-Historical Hermeneutics,” consists of chapters 
giving summaries of Heidegger, Bultmann and Barth, and the reality-shaping na-
ture of language. At just over forty pages, the chapter on Heidegger is the longest 
in the book, but the persistent reader will be rewarded with a succinct summary of 
Being and Time. With this background in place, the influence of Heidegger on 
Bultmann’s demythologizing approach to the New Testament is easy to appreci-
ate, although the scant three pages afforded to Barth’s response to Bultmann seem 
unbalanced in comparison. 

Part Three, “Post-Historical Hermeneutics,” covers the usual array of thinkers 
associated with the continental tradition. Gadamer, Habermas, Ricoeur, and Levi-
nas are all summarized and mined for insights on the process of biblical interpret-
ation, along with a final chapter on Deleuze and Guattari. Gadamer’s model of 
interpretation (as dialogue with tradition for the purpose of practical wisdom) and 
Habermas’s ideologically based approach are productively synthesized by 
Ricoeur, whose own resourcing of Marx, Nietzsche and Freud are ably articulated 
by McLean. The problem of ethics is raised to the forefront in the discussion of 
Levinas, whose location of an ethical responsibility prior to one’s “fore-structure” 
of understanding the other exposes the merely pragmatic appeal to ethics by the 
likes of Habermas as comparatively impotent. Although the obscurantist tenden-
cies of continental philosophers is a truism, the chapter on Deleuze and Guattari 
nonetheless manages, quite adequately, the unenviable task of covering the jar-
gon-heavy, interior-meaning-defying prose of the two French thinkers. A conclud-
ing chapter offers a brief summary of the high points of the book’s narrative of the 
collapse of historicist interpretation, while providing some humble suggestions 
regarding a way forward.

There is much to commend in this volume, in particular the examples that Mc-
Lean occasionally provides to show how the concepts of a given thinker may il-
lumine a given interpretive act. This is an area where comparable volumes on 
hermeneutics can be unsatisfying. For example, Heidegger’s phenomenological 
reading of 1 Thessalonians 5 is covered, showing readers how Paul’s treatment of 
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the question of the timing of Christ’s return can be handled in terms of Heideg-
ger’s concepts of kairos (“a time of struggle, crisis, and decision”) and chronos 
(“historical time,” 131). Paul redirects his audience’s inquiry about timing to-
wards issues of living—in keeping, for Heidegger, with his own call to reject 

“theoretical detachment” and “contemplate the ‘how’ of living in the present” 
(131).

With this acclamation in mind, several areas of weakness must be noted. First, 
McLean’s otherwise exemplary appraisal of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (the 
principle of linguistic relativity, i.e., how linguistic structure relates to cognition 
and/or worldview-formation) fails to note the weakness inherent in the hypothesis 
and the extant critiques thereof, such as that of Sampson (Schools of Linguistics: 
Competition and Evolution [London: Hutchinson, 1980], 81-102). Second, while 
correctly recognizing that the true foundation of hermeneutical theory is located 
in philosophical issues such as the nature of the human being and the question of 
how knowledge is acquired, McLean restricts himself entirely to working with 
thinkers from the continental tradition on these important questions. It could be 
argued that analytic philosophers have not engaged in the same level of reflection 
on the question of hermeneutics as have continental thinkers, but the lack of inter-
action with their perspective on the underlying issues of epistemology and the 
nature of language is a troubling omission. Third and most important, this book 
simply does not deliver on its claim to provide a vision for a new kind of “post-his-
torical” hermeneutics. McLean’s remarks regarding an “ontological foundation of 
ethics,” an appreciation of the “surface” and “depth” dimensions of a text, the task 
of “associating” bodies to “enact a present sense-event,” and the adoption of a 

“nomadic” posture are provocative enough, but insufficient as the articulation of a 
robust new interpretive model. 

These drawbacks notwithstanding, McLean’s book provides an outstanding 
overview of key thinkers within the field of hermeneutics and is a useful tool for 
those involved in biblical studies. Whether or not one finds his diagnosis of a 
present “crisis” of interpretation accurate or relevant, the issues raised by this 
volume are ones that all biblical scholars, and not least of whom evangelicals, 
need to ponder deeply and carefully. 

David J. Fuller
McMaster Divinity College
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Paul and the Miraculous: A Historical Reconstruction. Graham H. Twelftree. 
Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013. ISBN: 0801027721. Pp. 320. $32.99 
(USD). 

Although scholars have long characterized Paul as a teacher and theologian, 
Graham Twelftree, currently serving as the Charles Holman Professor of New 
Testament and Early Christianity at Regent University’s School of Divinity, has 
produced an exceptional text which recovers “the historical Paul in relation to the 
miraculous” (17). Detecting obscured references within Paul’s letters regarding 
the miraculous, the author draws connections to historical cultures, presenting a 
relatively new angle on Paul: there is more to the historical man than theology, 
rhetoric, and mission. 

Twelftree’s investigation is a meticulous historical-critical exploration of the 
inherited practice and tradition of Paul’s Jewish beliefs, cultural influences, and 
the innate features of the nascent Christianity he adopted at conversion, organized 
into a brilliant sketch of a more accurate historical Paul. He considers miracles, 
prophetic ministry, and charismata, from the view and expectations of Paul and 
those around him. Twelftree’s new historical Paul challenges the “significant Pau-
line studies since the rise of the critical approach to religion” which have “shown 
clearly that the topic of the miraculous has not been prominent” (17). 

The author keeps three perspectives—”what views Paul is likely to have inher-
ited,” “how Paul describes aspects of his own experience,” and “looking back on 
Paul through the lenses of his interpreters” (18-19)—in view throughout the book, 
resulting in a conscientious, if not exhaustive, treatment of the apostle. Thus, 
Twelftree’s work provides both a thorough approach to deeper exegetical studies 
about Paul and an excellent survey for those looking to resolve any issues they 
may have with miraculous ministry. This makes the volume an ideal textbook for 
seminaries as well as a helpful reference for ministry leaders.

The book is divided into five parts, the first part summarizing the “discussions 
so far” (7) and further indicating the lack of attention to the miraculous in Paul’s 
story. The author here states that his purpose is to encompass an element of the 
miraculous and its place in Paul’s mission, thereby adding to his renowned “theo-
logical enterprise” (26). Part Two offers four chapters dedicated to “Paul’s In-
heritance” of worldviews from his former religious practices and his new Christi-
anity, as well as commonly held views of the prophets, prophetic activity, and the 
miraculous. Twelftree accomplishes this by consulting the Dead Sea Scrolls, Phi-
lo, and Josephus, examining documents concerning first-century thought in light 
of the connection between “prophets, prophecy, and the miraculous” (61).

In Part Three, Twelftree searches Paul’s own testimony, arguing that “Paul’s 
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experience of the miraculous dramatically changed his life, determined his mis-
sion and significantly contributed to and modified his theology” (154-55). Prob-
ing his letters for evidence from his experience and ministry, this section uncovers 
a curious twist in Paul’s definition of the miraculous: the apostle considers nega-
tive circumstances as miraculous events, not just positive ones. His experience 
with weakness and suffering, and not least his “thorn in the flesh,” is negative in 
character, but Paul considers it nonetheless miraculous. The author unfolds Paul’s 
understanding of the positive and blatantly miraculous experiences in his letters—
his conversion, for example—as well as the more subtly miraculous, such as the 
gifts of the spirit. 

In Part Four, the discussion turns to how others interpreted Paul, beginning 
with Luke’s narrative in Acts, and the claim that Luke is “constantly twisting real 
history to theological ends” (231, quoting Gerd Ludemann’s The Acts of the Apos-
tles: What Really Happened in the Earliest Days of the Church [Amherst, NY: 
Prometheus 2005], 297). Among the materials examined are “pseudepigraphal 
and epistolic texts, narratives about Paul, writings representing anti-Paulinism, 
and Paul as an object of interpretation” (229). 

Finally, Part Five recaps Twelftree’s proposal that “the historical Paul is only 
adequately reconstructed if the miraculous is seen as important and integral to his 
life, his theological enterprise, and his work as a missionary and pastor” (308). He 
reiterates pre-suppositions of Paul’s Pharisaic experience, his Christianity, and 
how Luke conveys “some reliable traditions” despite his “unreliable witness” 
(311). Twelftree ends with a presentation of “four conflicting portraits of Paul and 
the miraculous” (325) which he then resolves. 

In this highly methodical volume, Twelftree probes many areas of potential 
influence, inquiring whether Paul was primarily a theologian as usually depicted 
or if Paul could be considered first as a prophet or apostle—and if so, whether 
these titles would carry the weight of cultural expectations of miraculous ministry 
and activity. Readers are led by way of this suggestion into a deeper investigation 
of Paul’s definition of the miraculous, setting the stage for the book’s denouement, 
where Twelftree reviews current theological conversations, undaunted by their 
perplexities (e.g., the relative absence of miracles in Paul’s letters, contrasted 
with the colourfully miraculous Paul in Acts; or how Paul compares with Jesus, 
whose story is even more intensely splashed with the miraculous). At first, one 
might question this study’s intensity, as there is so little explicit mention of the 
miraculous within Paul’s letters. But Twelftree, typically thorough, procures and 
examines every available clue, noting the influence of the historical assumptions 
of culture and the unexpected scope of Paul’s delineation of miracles, significant-
ly contributing to the historical Paul. 

Although the author claims this is not an exhaustive work, it is more suitable 
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for an academic audience (demonstrated by concentrated referencing to primary 
sources and other scholarly works, with exegetical management of Greek and 
Hebrew texts). It reads as a fascinating forensic study of the worldviews, practi-
ces, and expectations of the miraculous Paul may have acquired. Students of his-
tory, theology, and ministry will benefit from this work. But Christian leaders in 
search of accurate historical information will find this a particularly valuable re-
source for addressing the supernatural aspect of ministry, for Twelftree’s ques-
tions mirror those of contemporary inquirers: “What was Paul’s experience of and 
his view of his involvement in miracles and the miraculous?” “How important did 
Paul consider miracle working?” “How does he relate such a power-based min-
istry to his theology of weakness…?” (6-7). In what space remains, I will unpack 
four ways in which Twelftree’s work on the influence of the miraculous on Paul’s 
life, theology, and mission might inform contemporary, supernatural ministry. 

First, Twelftree helps readers understand that Paul’s involvement with the 
supernatural was influenced by his culture and background; ministries today may 
need to reconsider this influence in their own ministerial practices, as well as in 
the interpretation of the practices of other ministries and cultures, regarding the 
miraculous. Second, and closely related, Twelftree notes that, whether for self-im-
posed or culturally imposed reasons, the miraculous did not—at least in Paul’s 
letters—take centre stage in his ministry. This speaks to ministries today that may 
feel restrained by their own understanding or culture. Also, the evidence that Paul 
participated in miraculous ministry, despite the apparent obscurity, confers a 
healthy legitimacy on engaging the miraculous, without overemphasizing it as a 
category of experience. 

Third, Twelftree sheds light on Paul’s understanding of negative events as mir-
aculous, and thereby presents a helpful perspective on suffering from which con-
temporary believers can borrow encouragement. Although hindered by his diffi-
culties, Paul is able to recognize God’s hand at work in anguish. In this, the author 
also adds to contemporary dialogues on theodicy. Fourth, Twelftree soberly ad-
dresses the inconsistency between the rather sensationalistic presentation of Paul 
in Acts (perhaps reflecting more on the author’s conservatism than on the integ-
rity of Luke’s testimony, as Twelftree suggests) and in Paul’s own letters. Never-
theless, in regards to ministers involved in a theatrical demonstration of super-
natural ministry, Twelftree’s restrictive handling of Luke’s writings provides 
some healthy parameters.

Throughout the book, readers will see that Paul tussles with many of the same 
issues the Western church does with respect to the miraculous and its reception or 
rejection. Those who face limitations or excesses concerning the role of the mir-
aculous in ministry will find new ways to relate to the historical Paul as Twelftree 
portrays him, while those who seek to reconcile supernatural ministry with the 
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broader practice of mission in contemporary settings will be satisfied with the 
author’s supportive insights.

Wendy Gagné
McMaster Divinity College

God, Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay ‘On the Trinity.’ Sarah Coakley. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013. ISBN: 0521558263. Pp. vii + 
365. $24.59 (USD). 

This is the first installment of a projected three-volume systematic theology by 
Cambridge’s renowned Norris-Hulse Professor of Divinity. As such, this volume 
continues several of the trajectories that Sarah Coakley has explored previously, 
particularly the doctrine of the Trinity, theological anthropology (via gender and 
desire), and asceticism. In a manner reminiscent of patristic writing, these three 
themes interpenetrate and mutually enrich each other—or at least, this is what 
Coakley hopes to show. As a work of “systematic theology,” this project is nota-
bly distinct for two main reasons. First, Coakley aims to write to a non-specialist 
readership, so she minimizes the amount of jargon and technical language at play 
in her writing; she even includes a glossary. Second, Coakley attempts to chart a 
new course using a methodology that she terms théologie totale, a multileveled 
exploration of theological ideas and their expressions in multiple contexts and 
from multiple vantage points; it places contemplation and apophatic thought at 
the very heart of theological enterprise and, as such, must remain in principle 

“unsystematic.” 
The broad outline of Coakley’s explorations proceeds as follows. After sum-

marizing the book’s general direction and various strands of argumentation, 
Coakley presents the methodology of théologie totale in relation to a sweeping 
discussion of the history of “systematic theology” and its contemporary cultured 
despisers. In the second chapter, Coakley shows more fully how systematic theol-
ogy might proceed in a way that challenges its inherent temptation to idolatry; 
feminist resources, alongside the ascetic practice of contemplation, are used as 
tools by which to guard against creating God in the theologian’s image. In chapter 
three, Coakley demonstrates how Trinitarian theology’s emergence in the patris-
tic period dangerously subordinated the Spirit to the Father and the Son. This 
subordination of the Spirit, she claims, was typically located in treatises that 
examined the Trinity explicitly and directly, but the same authors often presented 
a different logic—one in which the Spirit had a priority—when they wrote on 
ascetical topics. Coakley calls this model a “prayer-based model of the Trinity” or 
an “incorporative model.” In this approach, the Spirit is not treated as subordinate, 
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but is rather viewed as the creating movement within God to open up a realm for 
the world and humanity within the Trinity itself. Biblical precedent for this view 
is found in Romans 8, where the Spirit enflames creation’s desires for its renewal 
in Christ (“groanings”) and, as such, instigates the movement of God into creation 
in order to drawn it up into the divine life. Coakley’s prayer-based model forms 
the key constructive edge of the book from a doctrinal perspective.

The next two chapters contain theological explorations in somewhat atypical 
contexts. In her fourth chapter, Coakley describes sociological research that she 
had undertaken on behalf of the Church of England. She assessed the theological 
ideas of two English churches—one being an established church that had experi-
enced a charismatic renewal and had since sought to bring it into a more stable 
ecclesiastical life, and the other, a group that had broken away from the former 
church and that had hoped to sustain, rather than tame, their charismatic experi-
ence. Coakley’s initial suspicion was that the break-off congregation would have 
also exhibited evidence of the prayer-based Trinitarian theology at work. How-
ever, there was a less-than-clear correlation between certain social forms (“church” 
versus “sect”) and sorts of Trinitarianism (though Coakley does note significant 
but subtle theological differences between the two churches). Chapter five exam-
ines how visual depictions of the Trinity manifest various gender constructions. 
Through a hermeneutics of suspicion, Coakley attempts to discover evidence that 
her prayer-based model of the Trinity manifests in a way that obscures patriarchal 
gender stereotypes. In the end, Coakley finds a predominant amount of depictions 
that would subordinate the Spirit and proliferate crassly literal male anthropo-
morphisms. But she also notes a small deposit of evidence that suggests that the 
Church’s artists have been able, at times, to implement more circular and less 
hierarchical images to depict the Trinity and to incorporate explicit female ele-
ments into representations of the divine life. 

To complete her study, Coakley returns to textual theological analysis, this 
time of the writings of Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine (an “eastern” and a 

“western” theologian). Coakley seeks to show how desire for God and sexual de-
sire were correlated and aligned by these two thinkers. In her final chapter, Coak-
ley further explores the relation of divine desire and sexual desire and finds a 
dialogue partner in Christian Platonism, particularly that of Pseudo-Dionysius. In 
the end, Coakley believes that her method of théologie totale is able to discern a 
view of divine and human desire, purged of male-only imagery by the integration 
of apophaticism and contemplative practice. This even leads her to suggest a path 
forward in the stubborn dispute over the filioque. In her view, the practice of con-
templative prayer might purge Trinitarian thinking from patriarchal structures and 
assumptions and allow space to conceive of the Spirit without being caught up in 
a dominant Father-Son relation. And it is this new freedom from binary concep-
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tual structures that allows the possibility of conceiving of the Trinity as a truly 
reciprocal relation of three in one. 

Coakley is to be commended for framing her magnum opus in a way that is 
accessible to the non-specialist reader. Even more importantly, Coakley has done 
a remarkable service in her attempt to recapture the role of contemplation and 
asceticism in the theological enterprise. When this integration of theology and 
spirituality also intersects with questions of gender and sexuality, the result is a 
work that is richly textured, deeply human and theologically interesting. I offer 
just two critiques. The first of these is historical: in my opinion, Coakley has not 
shown persuasively that the early Christian writers conducted one doctrinal pro-
ject when discussing the Trinity explicitly (the so-called linear approach that ends 
up subordinating the Spirit) and then exhibited a different Trinitarian logic when 
discussing prayer (the prayer-based model). I would contest her assertion that 
there are actually two different trinitarianisms going on. Rather, the difference 
between the two sorts of writing seems to me to be best attributed to the distinc-
tion between the relation of the immanent Trinity to the economic Trinity and how 
these approaches are implemented in the “logics” of the different discourses. God 
exists in himself as Father, Son and Holy Spirit (the immanent Trinity), and this 
is described one way by the patristic writers, but their discussions of asceticism 
require attention to how God acts in the world (the economic Trinity), and this 
may take the form of a different “order”—one that starts with the Spirit. This 
would seem to undermine the patristic precedent for a “prayer-based” model of 
the Trinity.

A second critique of this book relates to its form and structure. Since the vari-
ous chapters range so broadly across many different academic disciplines, Coak-
ley rarely interacts explicitly and directly with the breadth of scholarly discussion 
in fields such as sociology, anthropology, art history and the like. That Coakley is 
aware of major works in this literature is evidenced by the annotated bibliograph-
ies (of a sort) at the end of each chapter. However, this format (as opposed to de-
tailed footnotes) undercuts her ability to carry on a scholarly discussion as it 
would naturally occur in the course of her argument. I fear that this style may be 
symptomatic of her methodology itself, insofar as she stops short of sustaining 
and developing the strands of her presentation in a thorough and comprehensive 
fashion. I appreciate that she intends her théologie totale to be unsystematic, but 
it is hard to know how such a presentation is to be open to criticism if it offers 
itself in a format that does not “show its cards.” 

Dustin Resch
Briercrest College and Seminary
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Classical Christian Doctrine: Introducing the Essentials of the Ancient Faith. 
Ronald E. Heine. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013. ISBN: 978-0-8010-
4873-9. Pp. 182. $15.68 (USD).

It is instructive that in his opening chapter Ronald Heine, professor of Bible and 
Christian Ministry at Northwest Christian University, refers to Thomas Oden’s, 
The Rebirth of Orthodoxy. Oden’s book, along with much of the rest of his schol-
arly work, is a clarion call for a return to classical Christian orthodoxy.

The gains of modern life have been accompanied by the loss of 
wonder. The achievements of the end of the previous millennium 
have left us with a deep sense of rootlessness and moral 
confusion. This, then, is a fitting moment to ponder who we are 
in relation to our human past.

The modern worldview is ebbing. Though perhaps not yet 
wholly extinct, it is low in emergent vitality, awaiting the 
lingering expiration of failed ideologies: individualism, 
narcissism, naturalism, and moral relativism. Others may term 
its death something other than the end of the modern way of 
knowing, but I have no better way of naming it.1

In response to this death, Oden describes the rebirth already under way: “Seekers 
among Christians and Jews today passionately long for an accurate and plausible 
recollection of historical wisdom. Theirs is a passion for roots, a yearning for 
depth, an appetite for prudence, a longing for tradition.”2

This longing is rewarded by reading Classical Christian Doctrine, a “book 
[that] introduces the most basic doctrines of the Christian faith that have been 
held by a majority of Christians since the earliest centuries of the faith” (2). The 
basic structure of the book follows that of the Nicene Creed, with several chapters 
coming together to explain the formation of trinitarian doctrine, and individual 
chapters on christology and pneumatology, creation and redemption, ecclesiology, 
baptism, and eschatology. Throughout, Heine’s engagement with both biblical 
and philosophical sources is commendable and relatively rare in this field. His 
handle on the thought of key figures is sound, and he shines particularly in the 
early chapters on trinitarian and christological development. 

A fine example is his third chapter entitled, “‘And the Word was God’: The 
Christian Faith and the Greek Philosophers.” It is an understatement to say that 

1 Thomas Oden, The Rebirth of Orthodoxy: Signs of New Life in Christianity, (San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 2003), 2-3.

2 Ibid., 10.
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evangelical students of theology are normally ill-equipped to enter into early 
theological debates because they are rarely introduced to Greek philosophy. With 
Tertullian, we often wonder: “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” Yet the 
truth is—at least in the formative years of Christian theology—quite a lot! In a 
mere four pages, Heine is able to offer a wonderfully succinct overview of how 
Greek philosophers understood the idea of the logos. He briefly surveys Plato and 
Aristotle, the Stoics, and the Middle Platonists (including Philo). Whether or not 
John intended to draw on the riches of the Greek philosophical tradition in the 
prologue of his gospel, it is without question that later Christian theologians (such 
as Justin Martyr) saw in this confluence the providence of God. I can think of no 
other introductory work of systematic theology that so attentively delineates this 
fundamental history. 

The one chapter that seems misplaced is the final one on millenarianism. Heine 
even acknowledges that the doctrine “is related to the return of Christ but is rela-
tively marginal to the Christian hope” (167). “The doctrine is included,” he writes, 

“because it is sometimes a point of strife between churches today” (167). Fair 
enough, though I wonder if such an approach only reinforces an emphasis on 
marginalia. I would have preferred a closer examination of the “life of the age to 
come,” which he only touches upon.

This is a remarkable book, not least in that Heine is able to concisely summar-
ize difficult theological concepts and controversies without undue simplicity. 
Moreover, alongside Heine’s clear prose are placed poignant excerpts from the 
works of various church fathers. The combination helps the reader feel as though 
she has really entered those early theological debates. In light of Oden’s reflec-
tions above, I think the real value of the book lies in Heine’s ability to portray to 
the beginner that Christian doctrine develops not merely through the unhinged 
reflections of individuals on scripture, nor through authoritarian control; there is 
real disagreement, and yet the center holds as the Spirit guides the body of Christ 
in its reflection on the triune God. Of course, the idea of a normative Christian 
tradition developing beyond the biblical canon may be difficult for some to ac-
cept—especially those, like Heine (and myself), who are rooted in biblical restor-
ation movements. But then, the epistemic optimism that fueled those nineteenth 
century movements seems all but lost; maybe it is time again to trust in the Spir-
it’s work in the church through history. 

A proposal like this, however, raises other, more difficult questions: How do 
we actually recognize the Spirit’s work in the church through history? Is the Vin-
centian Canon3—what has been held always, everywhere, and by all—objectively 
applied (as it seems to be by Heine) really useful? That is, is the “tradition” pro-

3 Heine does not actually use the term, but the method is certainly at work.
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posed by Oden and taken up by Heine really just another form of epistemic opti-
mism? Who is to decide what is or is not a part of the universal tradition? The 
objection of John Henry Newman remains relevant: “The rule is more serviceable 
in determining what is not, than what is Christianity.”4 Perhaps then, following 
Newman, the development of doctrine must remain intrinsically tied to the incar-
national principle also known as the church, and therefore (dare I say it) the 
Magisterium? 

Either way, I am certain that my students need historical wisdom, so I will be 
inviting them to read Classical Christian Doctrine this semester.

Ryan Scruggs
Alberta Bible College

4 John Henry Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, (Lexington, KY: 
CreateSpace, 2012), 5.


