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Fallen: A Theology of Sin. Christopher W. Morgan and Robert A. Peterson, 
eds. Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway, 2013. ISBN: 978143352212. Pp. xi + 314. 
$19.99 (USD).

Fallen: A Theology of Sin, the fifth book in the six-part Theology in Community 
series edited by Christopher Morgan and Robert Peterson, seeks, like the previous 
books, to assemble world-class scholarship on a subject of biblical and theological 
importance. Sin finds a place in the series, says Fred Sanders, because it is the 

“inconvenient truth” of humanity, a truth that “we are tempted to hurry past in our 
rush to get to the good news of the gospel” (2). But only by “fac[ing] squarely our 
common spiritual disease,” says contributor Paul R. House, is “God’s redemptive 
work in Jesus Christ” adequately “magnif[ied]” (80-81). To amplify the salvific 
truth of the gospel, then, this book traverses the subject of sin with a deliberately 
thorough and patient analysis of biblical, historical, systematic and practical data. 

D.A. Carson begins the discussion in chapter one by highlighting both the 
“intrinsic” and “contemporary significance” of a robust theology of sin, a topic 
that often “induce[s] cringe factors” and is understandably lacking in popularity 
(21). Notwithstanding, the subject is vital, says Carson, because (a) sin “establish-
es the [very] plotline of the Bible” and “the problem that God resolves,” and (b) 
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talking about it will confront “the painfully perverse absence of awareness of sin” 
within contemporary culture (22, 34).

Following Carson’s introduction, chapters two through six trace the presence 
of sin in Scripture. House leads off, in chapters two and three, by noting sin’s 
persistence in the Old Testament, which he says “unearth[s] the depths of human 
failure” (75). Robert Yarbrough and Douglas Moo underscore the ongoing impact 
of sin throughout the New Testament in chapters four and five, notably highlight-
ing “the victory over sin that God has won for us in Christ” (130), while Morgan 
rounds off the discussion with an overarching chapter that looks at “sin in the 
biblical story” (131). Together, these chapters grant readers a solidified and en-
riched understanding of Scripture’s “eloquent testimony to the prevalence of sin,” 
even as they renew the significance of Christ’s “sinless life, sin-bearing death, 
sin-defeating resurrection, and sin-crushing second coming” (81, 162).

After demonstrating the enduring reality of sin throughout Scripture and, in the 
New Testament, God’s solution to the problem through the redemptive work of 
Christ, chapters seven through ten shift to discuss theology, Satan, temptation, 
and evil within the world. Gerald Bray and John W. Mahoney highlight historical 
and contemporary theological views on sin in chapters seven and eight. Sydney H. 
T. Page underscores the relationship of sin to the “supernatural realm” and espe-
cially to Satan in chapter nine (242), and David B. Calhoun sheds light on temp-
tation, its source(s), how to overcome it, and the role of confession in chapter ten. 
It is not until the next and final chapter, however, that the last contributor, Bryan 
Chappell, articulates the results of confession and repentance—a repentance, he 
says, that because of the freeing grace of Christ, sounds less like “stereotypical 
gritted teeth” and “more like singing” (288).

Like the other books in the series, Fallen is written to “provide pastors, leaders, 
and laypeople an up-to-date resource for exploring both theology and practice 
with accessible depth” (back cover). Such a task is not an easy one, yet with each 
consecutive chapter, readers of Fallen will find an intricate weaving of both 
theory and praxis. House’s chapters, for example, do not just reference sin 
throughout the Old Testament, they look also at its “active,” “relational,” “perva-
sive,” and “deadly” nature in order to “magnify God’s redemptive work” and 
humanity’s absolute dependence on it (80-81). Similarly, Page’s chapter on 

“supernatural perpetrators of evil” does not merely point to the Bible’s description 
of the supernatural realm, but also emphasizes Satan’s defeat and “the ability [of 
Christ’s followers] to rout the Evil One” (239). What one finds, then, is a careful 
balance of the “bad news” of sin’s perpetual presence in the world, the “good 
news” of Christ’s redemptive work, and the way in which followers of Christ may 
live within these tensions.

Without wishing to undermine the authors’ skillful negotiation of a difficult 
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subject, one area that may prove troublesome is their seeming lack of consensus 
regarding sin’s definition. For example, Morgan defines sin as “rebellion against 
God, breaking his covenant, and failing to live as image bearers,” while House 
defines it flatly as a “lack of belief in Yahweh” (142, 68). Yarborough cites Thom-
as Schreiner, defining sin as “the refusal to believe in Jesus as the Christ”—a view 
that seems to reflect House’s—but also defines it more simply as “wrongdoing” 
(83). Certainly the definition of sin is one that the authors (rightly) admit to be 
complex and multifaceted, but it would seem that a shared definition might sup-
port a more effective conversation. More than that, a single definition would have 
invited readers who might raise an eyebrow over a particular author’s description 
(like House’s) to read each consecutive chapter more hospitably. 

In addition, though it is true that Fallen offers a robust interlacing of biblical, 
theological, historical, and practical content, the resource itself is arguably more 
accessible for scholars, seminary students, and pastors. Its structure, language, 
and thoroughness require of its readers a persistence that is perhaps too much to 
ask of the “layperson” whom, among others, is identified as its target audience; 
yet Fallen remains an exceptional addition to any library, whether one is able to 
support each definition of sin and persist in reading every page or simply uses the 
text as a repeated reference.

Randene Larlee
Peace Portal Alliance Church, Surrey, BC

Paul and the Faithfulness of God. N. T. Wright. Christian Origins and 
the Question of God 4. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013. ISBN (2 vols.): 
9780800626839. Pp. xxx (vol. 1) + xvi (vol. 2) + 1658. $89.00 (USD).

Let’s begin with the elephant in the room, though that expression feels less figura-
tive than usual here: this is a massive text. At the book’s launch at the 2013 Society 
of Biblical Literature meetings in Baltimore, Wright noted that he had initially 
promised volumes in this series every few years. When the series is complete, it 
is to be hoped that this five-pound (!) book—arriving ten years after its predeces-
sor (The Resurrection of the Son of God) and 900 pages longer—will prove to be 
something of an outlier. Even discounting front and back matter, there are over 
1500 pages to work through, mercifully divided into four parts and two physical 
volumes; though I enjoyed the reading, my copy’s table of contents now bears 
the faint scars of daily reading goals, penciled-in to keep myself on track. In the 
margins, I found myself reverting to old undergraduate reading habits, noting not 
just memorable points but key thesis statements, so as not to lose the very long 
thread of the overall argument.
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Fortunately, Wright makes this thread relatively easy to follow, as he employs 
an elegant, chiastic structure, mapped out in Volume One’s preface (xv). Part One, 

“Paul and His World,” consists of an introduction, chapters on the Jewish, philo-
sophical, religio-cultural, and Roman imperial “worlds” that Paul encountered; 
after Part Two, “The Mindset of the Apostle” (addressing Paul’s “symbolic praxis” 
and “storied worldview”), and Part Three, “Paul’s Theology” (thematically organ-
ized around monotheism, election, and eschatological hope), Part Four (“Paul in 
History”) considers Part One’s contextual emphases, but in reverse and in light of 
all of the above: empire, religion and culture, philosophy, Jewish context, and a 
conclusion. If this chiasm appears too simple, fear not: Wright also adds elements 
of Shakespeare, using A Midsummer Night’s Dream to illustrate the interlocking 
plots and sub-plots in Paul (and, again as he noted in Baltimore, to inspire the 
interlocking components of his own book). Wright notes carefully—though prob-
ably not carefully enough to satisfy his critics—that he is not categorically equat-
ing Paul’s epistolary writing with Shakespeare’s tragicomic. Rather, Shakespeare 
makes for useful analogies: “Just as we are focusing on one theme in [Paul’s] 
writings, something else is going on, as we might say, in another part of the wood, 
to which we need to pay attention as well. And these ‘themes’ turn out to be stor-
ies which actually belong closely together” (473).

Rather than trying to describe adequately all these “themes,” I’ll focus on two 
instances where Wright is likely to continue to provoke discussion. The first in-
stance is in how he sees his themes interlocking. In introducing Part Three, Wright 
pictures Paul’s theological worldview as a cube. On the front face, he inscribes 
his themes of monotheism, election, and eschatology, running through the cube 
from front to back, as it were; running from side to side, we have God the Father, 
Jesus, and the Spirit; and on the base and the top face, respectively, we find Paul’s 
Scriptures and the pagan world (615-16). I find the illustration helpful, particular-
ly as it allows Wright to image Paul “at his most world-challenging” (617), en-
gaging the pagan world (and the Scriptures) on the gospel’s terms, not the world’s 
or the empire’s. But I wonder whether the image goes far enough. If “with the 
crucified and risen Messiah the one God . . . had placed a swift bisecting bar 
through the rectangular box” (617), might this not have shattered the box, forcing 
Paul to pick up and reassemble the pieces? Put differently, does the resurrection 
of Jesus speak more of continuity or discontinuity in the biblical (meta)narra-
tive(s)? On every point, Wright is arguing (often implicitly) for the former. For 
example, his description of Torah leading sin into “the Israel-shaped trap (Rom-
ans 5:20), getting it to do its worst right there . . . so that in Israel, or rather in Is-
rael in the person of the representative Messiah, it could be condemned” (909-10, 
italics his) reminds us of how skilled—and how missional—a biblical theologian 
Wright is. My question is only whether he’d really be losing any ground if he 
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admitted the possibility that Paul’s task extended to reconstructing (or showing 
how God was reconstructing or recreating) a fractured or broken “world,” not just 
(!) redefining an un-fractured world around Christ. 

The second instance concerns a much finer point, within Wright’s second, 
shorter, but theologically deeper treatment of Paul and empire—on the way back 

“down” his chiastic mountain. Arguing with J. M. G. Barclay (especially his Pau-
line Churches and Diaspora Jews [Tübingen: Mohr, 2011], 386), Wright disputes 
Barclay’s view that Rome constituted nothing unique in Paul’s eyes; rather, 
Wright says, Paul saw death and other fallen powers “coming together and doing 
their worst precisely in and through Rome itself . . . [he] almost certainly saw 
Rome as the final great empire prophesied by Daniel” (1311). As in the preceding 
instance, I largely agree with Wright, and I appreciate how nicely this statement 
mirrors his missional treatment of sin and representative soteriology, noted above. 
My concern is with one of the building blocks Wright uses to get there: “Thus, 
while in terms of Daniel 7 Rome would be seen as the fourth monster, in terms of 
its own imperial narrative it would appear as the sole rival to the story of Israel” 
(1282). Hardly! I realize that as Wright is describing how Paul saw Rome’s nar-
rative, it would appear as the principal rival; but to use his words, in terms of 
[Rome’s] own imperial narrative, Israel’s story was no rival. It was barely even 
on the map. This perspective is one that Wright has expressed well in earlier work, 
but he misses the mark slightly here, on a point (and in a larger discussion) that 
remains too easily neglected in the teaching of Pauline theology in churches and 
in some academic settings, too. 

Following Wright’s lead slightly, I conclude by returning to the point where I 
began: the book’s size. Wright is surely shrewd enough to see the irony of size 
when he holds up tiny Philemon as a suitable point of entry for his entire study, 
inasmuch as that letter’s appeal is so theologically and rhetorically powerful that 
it “can hold up its head, like Reepicheep the Mouse beside the talking bears and 
elephants, alongside its senior but not theologically superior cousins, Romans, 
Galatians, and the rest” (16). The same irony might be present when he claims, 
while redefining “election” around the Messiah and the work of the gospel and the 
Spirit, not to be “pretending to offer the complete millimetre-by-millimetre exe-
gesis that one might ideally want” (965) of Romans 3-4, Galatians 2-4, and Phil-
ippians 3. Dare we ask how long a book with such exegesis would be? 

Certainly Wright doesn’t need so many pages to argue effectively. He manages 
to squeeze several of this entire book’s best points into a single chapter in Gala-
tians and Christian Theology (Mark W. Elliott, Scott J. Hafemann, N. T. Wright, 
and John Frederick, eds. [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2014]), as I observed 
in a NetGalley review of that volume. Sometimes the phrasings are almost identi-
cal: in Galatians, messiahship, “like image-bearing humanness itself, was all 
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along a category designed, as it were, for God’s own use” (39); in the present 
book, it “turns out to have been a category designed for the personal use of Is-
rael’s God himself” (695; Wright has made this point often enough that he doesn’t 
bother to cite himself). But in the conference volume, the point is made in a forty-
page essay; here, it’s supported within a magisterial, 150-page chapter on Paul’s 
cruciform redefinition of monotheism, with implications that could shape Pauline 
theology for years to come. Yes, Wright’s work is massive. But it also continues 
to be massively important, well worth the work of reading and the weight-lifting 
required to do so.

Matthew Forrest Lowe
Lectio House, Hamilton, Ontario

Holy Scripture and the Quest for Authority at the End of the Middle Ages. 
Ian Christopher Levy. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012. 
ISBN: 0268034143. Pp. xvi + 336. $38.00 (USD).

Depending on whether you make your home in Rome, Wittenberg, or Geneva, you 
will likely have very different reactions to the names of Wyclif and Hus.1 Protest-
ants have referred to Wyclif as the Morning Star of the Reformation, while Hus’ 
reforming stance has exalted him as a Bohemian martyr: both are remembered as 
standing defiantly against clerical decadence and immorality. However, for most 
Roman Catholics, Wyclif and Hus remain outliers, proposing extreme, revolu-
tionary ideas that ran counter to the patristic tradition, to conciliar and magisterial 
pronouncements, and to the Scriptures themselves. That is what makes Ian Chris-
topher Levy’s book such a compelling read: he is able to construct a compelling 
counter-narrative without getting bogged down in the minutia of chronological 
events at any point. In fact, those not well-versed in the background of these re-
formers’ lives (and the events surrounding their condemnation) should first consult 
another source to properly place the context of Levy’s work, as there is a conspicu-
ous lack of references to the chain of events, dates, and key individuals within the 
debates and trials. The historical details, however, are not Levy’s focus; rather, he 
closely analyzes how the lack of consensus regarding the authoritative structure 
of theology through the late Middle Ages caused, at best, ambivalence—and at 
worst, capriciousness and confusion—amidst the academic guild and the church. 

Levy devotes a portion of the book to each of the major players within the 
debates: aside from Wyclif and Hus, he focuses on their major opponents, like the 
Franciscan William Woodford, Carmelite Thomas Netter, and Bohemian theolo-

1 I will use here the spellings that Levy prefers in his work, rather than the commonly used alterna-
tives “Wycliffe” and “Huss.”
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gian Stephan Páleč. On conciliarist alternatives, he examines the Parisians Pierre 
d’Ailly and Jean Gerson and gives some attention to Guido Terreni, an early pro-
ponent of papal infallibility. He concludes by looking at a more radical proposal 
by Reginald Pecock and the response it elicited from John Bury. Overall Levy, 
himself a Roman Catholic, provides a persuasive apology for both Wyclif and 
Hus, painting them not as outliers, but as moderate traditionalists who thought 
and wrote in remarkably similar veins to their contemporaries. He dismisses the 
claims of radical sola scriptura that are often attributed to both, carefully and 
methodically showing where their opponents misunderstood them—often point-
ing out how the “reformers” were adhering at least as closely to the traditions of 
the church than those who were branding them as radicals. Perhaps the most nu-
anced and helpful sections are those which Levy intricately explores how many of 
the thinkers who operated with a proximate theological method to Wyclif and Hus 
were the most outspoken against them—likely, he suggests, out of a self-defen-
sive impulse aiming to separate themselves in order to appear more “orthodox” 
than their targets.

The revisionist narrative that Levy charts is both compelling and comprehen-
sive, but it should be noted that there is little to no attempt at bridging the work 
into contemporary discussions of Scripture within any ecclesial context. In other 
words, not only does Levy’s book demand at least a broad overview of the cast 
and crew of the medieval church, but it also requires the reader to undertake a 
substantial amount of work in order to connect it with the voluminous scholarly 
output on Scripture in our (post)modern settings. What, for example, do Platonist 
and Nominalist philosophical distinctions have to do with contemporary evangel-
ical interests in patristic or medieval understandings of Scripture? I would submit 
that they actually have a lot to do with it, but Levy makes no attempt to draw a 
connection here and it falls to the reader to play theological connect-the-dots in 
order to bring this erudite work further into the lively and important contemporary 
discussion about Holy Scripture.

Putting this objection aside, although the book could be read only as a learned 
apology for Wyclif and Hus, the author’s intention is deeper and more important. 
The picture that appears as he peels away the accretions and manufactured (and 
entrenched!) narratives is an image of a medieval church that was desperately 
searching for a solid foundation for authority. Cast aside is the modern assump-
tion that the mediaeval Roman Catholic Church was a monolithic institution that 
required strict operating guidelines by balancing papal authority, canon law, con-
ciliar decisions, and traditional interpretations of the Scriptures. Concerning the 
two hundred years leading up to the formal fissure of the Roman Church, Levy 
has provided a window into the variegated search for authority that led, in fits and 
starts, in disparate directions. The resulting work will be especially useful for 
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those who are seeking to understand how Scripture was used (or not used) within 
the debates prior to the Reformation. This is a rare thing, a book of scholarly 
depth that carries a coherent thesis throughout its biographical chapters on theo-
logians from numerous countries covering almost a century.

Lane Scruggs
Wycliffe College, Toronto School of Theology

Complications: Abortion’s Impact on Women. Angela Lanfranchi, Ian 
Gentles, and Elizabeth Ring-Cassidy. Toronto: The deVeber Institute for 
Bioethics and Social Research, 2013. ISBN: 9780920453360. Pp. ii + 434. 
$39.95 (USD).

Lest anyone assume this book to be the offspring of Christians whose convictions 
cannot be gainsaid but whose qualifications can be challenged, it must be noted 
that Angela Lanfranchi is a Fellow of the American College of Surgeons, a prac-
tising surgeon, and a professor of surgery; Ian Gentles is a Fellow of the Royal 
Historical Society, a professor at York University and Tyndale University College, 
an expert in the history of human population, and Research Director of the deVeber 
Institute; and Elizabeth Ring-Cassidy is a registered psychologist specializing in 
Development Psychology and Research, with expertise in child abuse and in the 
psychological implications of abortion and assisted reproductive technologies.

A decade’s research underlies this discussion of the complications—physical, 
psychological, social, and spiritual—surrounding induced abortion. In addition to 
the reams of quantitative data analyzed in its first 300 pages, the book fittingly 
concludes on a more qualitative note, with the self-articulated narratives of 
women who underwent induced abortions years, even decades, earlier, and who 
remain haunted by the traumatic event.

The rigour of the research is indisputable: thorough examination, argumenta-
tion and conclusion, informed by refereed medical and psychological journals, 
along with academic volumes and the published proceedings of government en-
quiries. The primary motivation behind the book is concern about the ill effects—
largely unknown, generally unpublicized, and frequently denied—of the euphem-
istic “termination of pregnancy.”

Many of the authors’ conclusions are startling; more than a few seem 
counter-intuitive for a book such as this (e.g., the conclusion that women’s repro-
ductive health is improving faster in those countries where abortion is no longer 
available on request, than in nearby countries where it is available). In at least one 
case, the duplicity of the National Cancer Institute, in suppressing overwhelming 
evidence irrefutably linking abortion to subsequent breast cancer, can only be 
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likened to the NCI’s treacherous capitulation to political and economic pressure 
wherein it suppressed evidence, from 1928-1964, linking cigarette smoking to 
lung cancer.

Another irony: concerned as everyone is to minimize development difficulties 
in newborns, it is incontrovertible that women who have had one or more induced 
abortions have a significantly higher rate of prematurity or preterm birth, with 
attendant low birth weight, in subsequent pregnancies; and that children born 
prematurely with low birth weight have similarly higher rates of infant mortality, 
intellectual impairment, epilepsy, blindness, and cerebral palsy. Making “every 
child a wanted child” is supposed, among other matters, to lower social and health 
costs; the practice of induced abortions raises such costs. (The irony-within-an-
irony is that the great majority of women who choose an abortion subsequently 
choose to become pregnant again—and thereby increase the risk of bringing to 
term the very children the “Right-to-Choose” advocates deny the right to live.)

The last chapter of the book, “Women’s Voices,” gathers and comments on the 
stories of the traumatized. The conclusions are sobering: “Most of the 101 women 
who told their stories found having an abortion an emotionally devastating experi-
ence. . . . All the women, even those who have had an experience of spiritual 
transformation after the abortion, continue to be troubled by the memory of it” 
(319). In light of the human contradictions and human anguish highlighted in the 
book, the need for further theological discussion is palpable. Several issues leap 
out in this regard. For instance, what understanding of the image of God is opera-
tive—or should be—in any discussion of abortion? Since the Kingdom of God 
can be seen as the creation of God healed, what is the eschatological appointment 
and transformation of the pre-born, the women, and the facilitators? And not least, 
insofar as critics of abortion may believe themselves to be kingdom-sighted 
amidst the kingdom-blind, what should the lasting response of the kingdom-sight-
ed look like in terms of praxis? Put differently, if socio-economic inequities 
amounting to iniquities contribute to abortion, what structural changes should 
those who are “pro-life” struggle for as relentlessly as they have spoken against a 
kingdom-contradiction that they deem unacceptable?

Victor Shepherd
Tyndale University College and Seminary

Ethics in the Presence of Christ. Christopher R. J. Holmes. New York: T & T 
Clark, 2012. ISBN: 0567491730. Pp. viii + 164. $39.95 (USD).

It seems that in this day and age, “ethics” is a word that is constantly thrown 
around without any clear definition of what it actually means. Granted, the word 
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has had a long history, and in popular usage, it seems to be able to mean whatever 
its user wants it to mean, all of which can obfuscate any reader. A strict and clear 
definition is often lacking. It is precisely against this background that Christopher 
Holmes’ book, Ethics in the Presence of Christ, provides an important and neces-
sary corrective. 

Of course, “Christian ethics” presents the same problem: Christian ethics can 
be similarly flexible and can too easily be diffused into nothing more than “do 
good” or “be good.” As Holmes attempts to provide a sophisticated answer to the 
seemingly simple question of “What is Christian ethics?” he argues that it must 
first be grounded in, and find its meaning in, the person of Christ. Too often, 
Christian ethics is only concerned with the actions of Christ, leading to a belief 
that Christian ethics is nothing more than attempts to re-create Jesus’s actions, 
often with no regard to the specific culture and setting wherein Jesus acted in the 
way he did. 

Holmes’ book is divided into five major chapters. The first chapter introduces 
the need to ground our ethics in the presence of Christ; the second chapter deals 
specifically with the presence of Christ’s power; the third chapter, the presence of 
Christ’s truth; and the fourth, the presence of Christ’s love. The final chapter’s 
conclusion allows the discussion concerning ethics in the presence of Christ to 
resolve within Scripture. It argues that Scripture is a reliable source for knowing 
and understanding the person of Christ. 

Holmes uses the Gospel of John as the primary lens through which to attempt 
to understand and ground his study of ethics. By using John, he joins a long list of 
writers who have used this highly christological book as a basis to formulate fur-
ther reflection—in this case, of course, on ethics, which Holmes rightly believes 
to be a deeply christological issue. But my own concern, before I even read the 
first paragraph, had to do with a recurring issue I have found in most evangelical 
works in christology: the promotion of a high christology, but at the expense of 
the role of the Holy Spirit. Jesus is the main actor, while the Holy Spirit barely 
gets a “cameo,” so to speak. Most authors seem to gloss over the important rela-
tionship between Jesus and the Holy Spirit. Balancing a high christology without 
resorting to a pneumatically deficient viewpoint can be difficult; yet this book was 
able to maintain the fine balance between showing the importance of Christ with-
out diminishing the importance of the Holy Spirit. Not only did the author show 
unique deftness in handling this christological-pneumatological balance, he was 
also able to encompass it within a Trinitarian outlook. Although the book is nu-
anced in its approach, it was also able to present difficult concepts in such a way 
that a lay reader would not find completely incomprehensible. In other words, its 
readability does not come at the cost of shoddy scholarship. 

This book is an important addition to the conversation surrounding Christian 
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ethics. Too often, the discussion concerning this issue can seem too banal or 
superficial. It can often be reduced to simply asking “What Would Jesus Do?” or 
attempting to re-enact Jesus’s actions alone. In the process of advocating such a 
mentality, it often fails to take into account the very reason why Jesus acted in the 
way that he did. In a culture where there are no prominent Samaritan women 
around, what does it mean to talk to a Samaritan woman as Jesus did in his time? 
Jesus’ ability to show compassion and respect to an apparent outsider and social 
outcast—and his call to do likewise—can be forgotten in the attempt to follow a 

“literal” meaning of doing what Jesus Christ did. 
In one of Holmes’ most important statements in this book, borne out through 

the rest of the volume, “ethics involves taking up the Christological foundation of 
ethics, the sense in which Christ is ethics’ pioneer, but also the fact that ethics is 
a function of Christ’s ‘continually operative’ reconciling and revealing interven-
tion, his perfecting work” (1). He rightfully insists that it is impossible to speak of 
Christian ethics without referring to the person of Christ; in the descriptive as well 
as in the normative sense, Christ is not only a reference point, but the point of 
Christian ethics. True Christian ethics can only be understood with Christ as its 
central focus. 

To his credit, Holmes’ book also emphasizes the impacts that his christological 
ethic has on Christian anthropology and discipleship: “[e]thics is not, then, a mat-
ter of conformity to so-called moral principles, but is rather about being a form of 
life ‘oriented toward revelation’” (4). He goes on to say that “[e]thics is a matter 
of being transformed, then, such that men and women, the community of faith, 
learn to will what God wills and so become truly human” (5). This is what true 
Christian ethics looks like: a life transformed in and by the likeness of Christ. 
True Christian ethics reminds us that to be truly human is to be truly like the One 
who made us and in whom all things were made. This is a book that elucidates and 
exemplifies this point so convincingly well. 

Sid Sudiacal
McMaster Divinity College, Hamilton, Ontario

Revealing Heaven: The Christian Case for Near-Death Experiences. John W. 
Price. New York: HarperOne, 2013. ISBN: 9780062197719. Pp. 165. $14.99 
(USD).

John Price, who “never fully believed in life after death,” is a pastor, spiritual 
director, and former chaplain at St. Luke’s Episcopal Hospital in Houston. His 
seminary training (Virginia Theological Seminary), he states, was all but bereft of 

“spirituality.” He recounts a time when he decided to write a term paper on God’s 
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love for the church: “The professor gave me a ‘C’ with the comment, ‘I do not 
get this “love” business’” (5). Price’s focus in school, and even in his early years 
of ministry, was restricted to the here-and-now, with emphases on social justice 
and biblical interpretation. Despite the fact that two parishioners had tried, on 
separate occasions, to tell him about their near-death experiences (NDEs), Price 
flatly dismissed anecdotes that did not fit neatly into his understanding of Christi-
anity—or worse, those that threatened to make the great Christian religion sound 
like a fanciful “ghost story” (6).

Then the author came across Raymond Moody’s book, Life after Life (Bantam, 
1975). Moody’s book—along with no fewer than six more parishioners asking 
Price about their NDEs—convinced Price that NDEs are something that needed 
to be discussed openly among ministers and even studied at seminary. After this 
change of mind, Price visited the Episcopal seminary in Austin in order to meet 
with a friend who taught on faculty, who met with Price but remained uncon-
vinced. Having faced such skepticism, it’s not surprising that Price devotes his 
opening chapters to explaining his reason for writing, followed by an overview of 
the “Christian case” for NDEs, citing (contested) pericopes from 1 Samuel, Dan-
iel, 1 and 2 Corinthians, and Luke. Next, Price gives a brief history of NDEs. He 
mentions the example of Er in Plato’s Republic, insisting that “[s]imilar accounts 
of near-death experiences are found in traditional folklore” around the world (51). 
Mid-chapter, he gives an example from his own ministry, where a hospitalized 
parishioner named Ella recounts the following: “I was lying here in bed when 
Jesus came through the ceiling, held his hands down to me, and I lifted my hands 
to him. He lifted me up through the ceiling. I saw my [deceased] grandparents, 
brother and other friends who had died, it was so beautiful” (60). According to 
Price, the incident was especially powerful because it providentially supported 
Price’s ministerial emphasis on how important God’s love is for his Church and 
the world, rekindling the spirituality of his long-struggling congregation.

In the second part of the book, Price moves on from his personal journey to 
discuss a variety of “explanations,” including how death works, how heaven 
works, hellish experiences, and “the return” (to life, by the near-dead experiencer, 
or “NDEr”). By “how death works,” Price appears to mean “what humans may 
experience the moment a person dies.” He outlines five main events, the most 
common of which is being able to see predeceased individuals present in the 
room, otherwise unseen. The day before Price’s mother died, for example, she 
claimed to see someone at the door who wanted desperately to enter, a person no 
one else could see, but whom she insisted had to be let in. (I must admit that the 
acknowledgment of this phenomenon helped me to make sense of some of my 
own father’s experiences, just before he passed away, including his insistence that 
my deceased brother had visited him; and an outdoor picnic that he evidently 
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enjoyed, a great distance away from his hospital room, before returning to coher-
ent conversation.) 

Another event that apparently occurs at death is that a person’s soul may “move 
away” from the body; it may also begin to feel like it’s floating through a tunnel, 
or perhaps one may see a bright light. Price describes a sensation of standing up 
and walking around, experienced by patients who could do neither. Price admits 
that he does not know why there are such variations in what people experience at 
death, but in every instance, the experiences are transcendent, even life-changing. 
He also mentions one last possible event, although much less common: Jesus may 
personally come and “get” someone who is dying, but this “is not frequent in my 
experience . . . There must be something special about those whom Jesus comes 
specifically to get and escort to heaven,” he reasons (81).

The rest of the book gives accounts of NDEs where NDErs describe heaven 
and hell along with various difficulties encountered as they adjust to having to 
return to earthly life. The main point of the book is essentially to remind readers 
that God is love, and that fear should have no place in Christian spirituality (or in 
the spirituality of any world religion, for that matter). Price observes, “From the 
annals of the near-death experiences, we know God loves, forgives, and redeems 
all people when they ask” (158). I agree with Price: such profound truth needs to 
be “shouted from the rooftops”—even if some readers remain skeptical of the 
evidence that brings Price to this conclusion.

Written for a popular audience, readers interested in a sensible, anecdotal pres-
entation of NDEs, and in suggestions for how one might reconcile them with 
Christian faith, will benefit from reading Price’s book. But I would be remiss not 
to remark here upon the ongoing controversy over NDE literature such as this. In 
her recent Slate.com article, “Even Christian Bookstores Have Had It with Fake 
Testimonials about Heaven” (<http://www.slate.com/blogs/browbeat/2015/03/30/
christian_bookstore_lifeway_christian_resources_will_no_longer_sell_heaven.
html>), Ruth Graham notes a blog post by Tim Challies as representative of what 

“mainstream evangelical leaders” think about the subject. Challies invokes an 
evangelical doctrine of Scripture as a major theological barrier to taking NDEs 
seriously: “When a Christian, or a person who claims to be a Christian, tells me 
that he has been to heaven, am I obliged to believe him or at least to give him the 
benefit of the doubt? No, I am under no such obligation. I do not believe that Don 
Piper or Colton Burpo or Mary Neal or Bill Wiese [bestselling authors who are 
NDErs] visited the afterlife. They can tell me all the stories they want, and they 
can tell those stories in a sincere tone, but I do not believe them.” He continues: 

“How do I respond to a Christian who has read these books and who finds great joy 
or comfort in them? You point that person to what is true. . . . You can serve any 
Christian by directing him to the Bible and helping him to see that we are called 
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to believe God on the basis of what he says in his Word, not on the basis of an-
other person’s experience. . . . The Bible insists that it is enough, that it is suffi-
cient, that we have no need for further special revelation from God; these books 
insist that it is not” (<http://www.challies.com/articles/heaven-tourism>).

The alarmist thrust of Challies’ argument, claiming that NDE accounts “attack 
the doctrine of scripture,” strikes me as overreaching. Even if we grant what is 
perhaps the basis of his argument, “we have no need for further special revelation 
from God,” surely a lack of need does not prohibit God from giving humans fur-
ther special revelation as he pleads with humanity to be saved. The reception of 
special revelation, of course, will always require discernment. Even so, there ap-
pears to me to be an equal and opposite danger here: every believer must also take 
care that an initially genuine defense of an important theological premise does not 
become a pretense for a spiritually hardened heart. This is where Price’s message 
of loving God, one’s neighbors, and perhaps especially one’s enemies—including 
theological and cultural enemies, not just political ones!—proves invaluably 
timeless. With or without NDEs, the practice of this message is the will of God; 
and if NDEs are persuading people of this, I, for one, will not get in the way of 
them. Let no one, not even a being of light, convince anyone otherwise.

Carlos R. Bovell
Institute for Christian Studies, Toronto

Postcolonialism and the Hebrew Bible: The Next Step. Roland Boer (ed.). 
Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2013. ISBN: 9781589837706. Pp. viii 
+ 288. $36.95 (USD).

Most recent scholarly works applying the lens of political or empire criticism to 
the Bible have been from the field of New Testament studies. However, much of 
the content of the Hebrew Bible is equally applicable to various modes of post-
colonial analysis, making Roland Boer’s edited volume Postcolonialism and the 
Hebrew Bible a welcome addition to the Society of Biblical Literature’s Semeia 
Studies series. As the subtitle indicates, the purpose of this collection of essays 
is to advance the scholarly discussion and break fresh ground in the diverse field 
that is ideological criticism, encompassing exegetical treatments of texts, history 
of interpretation, contextual hermeneutics, and abstract theoretical discussion.

Boer’s succinct introduction lays the groundwork for the book and provides a 
helpful synopsis of each contributor’s chapter. He rightly asserts that the genesis 
of postcolonial biblical criticism lies in Hebrew Bible studies, and traces the ori-
gins of this movement to older liberation-critical scholarship as well as anti-im-
perial writings. He also offers the significant reminder that the term “postcolonial” 
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has two meanings: the period of time following the various uprisings against im-
perialism in the 1950’s and 1960’s, as well as the theoretical apparatus addressing 
the colonial situation in all its forms and phases. 

Judith McKinlay’s opening essay, “Playing an Aotearoa Counterpoint: The 
Daughters of Zelophehad and Edward Gibbon Wakefield,” demonstrates the 
multi-layered ethical issues addressed by this kind of criticism, as well as the 
possibilities that can arise from the comparison of colonial situations in the Bible 
and recent history. McKinlay admits that while she wants to praise the actions of 
the five daughters as a bold affront to male domination, their purpose in securing 
land was to make sure the name of their father continued. Additionally, they were 
asking for Canaanite land being portioned off prior to the conquest. Thus, their 
actions are stained with the double contamination of patriarchy and property seiz-
ure. This charge is set in bold relief when read alongside the British occupation of 
New Zealand, which involved not only the predictable land redistribution and 
cultural change, but the use of women as pawns to promote bland civil religion 
and cement political connections.

A wide-ranging methodological exercise is performed by Althea Spencer-Mil-
ler’s “Rethinking Orality for Biblical Studies,” which, in a self-consciously “ovu-
latory” (38) manner, seeks, in her words, “to articulate the difference an au-
to-ethnographic oral perspective makes to both textual hermeneutics and 
translation as art” (38). Interacting heavily with Walter Ong, she moves from 
discussion of scholarship encompassing epic performance and oral subjectivity to 
the politics of translation theory. Perhaps her most suggestive observation is the 
fact that Westerners tend to assume it is proper to translate the Bible into domin-
ant languages (English, French, Spanish, and so on), but that translating the Bible 
into “indigenous” languages (many of which are linguistically closer to Hebrew 
than the dominant languages) still seems to require justification (60).

Steed Vernyl Davidson’s “Gazing (at) Native Women” provides a straight-
forward confrontation with the stories of Rahab and Jael, particularly their shared, 
traitorous roles. The figure of the “Native Woman” is one that can be found fre-
quently recurring in literature, as a role that is the site of sexual desire of invading 
men (partly due to the fact that the woman symbolizes property and territory), and 
that acknowledges the superiority of the colonizing power and by association, the 
effeminacy of the native men. At the conclusion of a thorough reading accompan-
ied by Bhabha and Fanon, Davidson concludes that attempts to empower these 
women are duplicitous, and that one is better off approaching the texts with the 
posture that they are fundamentally, ideologically ruptured.

Christina Petterson offers up an essay on the political function of the descrip-
tions of Solomon’s opulent throne, and the correspondingly lavish colonizing ef-
forts that have been inspired by it throughout history. She convincingly argues 
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that it was partially due to readings of this narrative that, today, the global econ-
omy is in a situation in which certain nations, which were able to accumulate 
wealth through the exploitation of the resources of other countries they colonized, 
are now (on moral grounds) enacting restrictions to ban the trade of the very sub-
stances these colonized societies rely on for income (an example would be the 
ivory trade). 

Uriah Kim’s “Is There an ‘Anticonquest’ Ideology in Judges?” uses Jephthah’s 
speech as a springboard to examine ways in which the conquest of Canaan is 
justified in the book of Judges as a whole: the representation of Israel as an inno-
cent underdog; the Canaanites as malicious, clueless, and effeminate; and the in-
vasion as divinely ordained, all of which surely makes for an ambivalent rhetoric-
al strategy. Meanwhile, Johnny Miles’ “The ‘Enemy Within’” places most of its 
attention on the twentieth century, specifically the relocation of the Japanese 
population of California in prison camps in World War Two. His in-depth exam-
ination of the strategies used by American public offices to justify this maneuver 
is then used as a conversation partner for the Israelite enslavement of the Gibeo-
nites in Joshua 9.

Leo Perdue’s “Hosea and the Empire” is a refreshingly clear reading of Hosea 
in its context of polemicizing against Assyrian propaganda. Specifically, Hosea’s 
affirmations that Yahweh is in control of history, that the Israelites should remain 
ethnically pure, and that they had a period of pure worship in the wilderness 
would have functioned to combat Assyrian claims of legitimacy to rule. The focus 
shifts entirely with Gerald West’s “African Culture as Praeparatio Evangelica,” 
which wrestles with the convoluted issues of the problem of missionary groups 
deriding the value of indigenous African culture, and the response that indigenous 
African culture is, in a sense, the African people’s “Old Testament.”

The last word is appropriately delivered by Boer himself. In “Thus I Cleansed 
Them from Everything Foreign,” he examines the nature of subjectivity in Ez-
ra-Nehemiah. Not only does he see the text’s strategies for delineating the bound-
aries of the community as ultimately ringing hollow, he suspects that the large 
amount of space the books devote to genealogies is part of this desperate—but 
unsuccessful—attempt at crafting a pure cultural identity. Finally, two responsive 
essays by Richard Horsley and Joerg Rieger offer largely laudatory reflections on 
the contributions to this volume. 

Despite the large amount of intellectual space covered by Postcolonialism and 
the Hebrew Bible, the essays complement each other well and are generally rep-
resentative of the best that postcolonial biblical scholarship has to offer, possibly 
due to the noticeable lack of endless theoretical summaries so endemic to this 
kind of work. However, the question that must inevitably be raised when reading 
such work is this: despite the explicitly ethical orientation adopted by these con-
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tributions (particularly those openly critical of the agenda of the biblical text), is 
scholarship like this likely to have the positive, real-world impact it desires? Are 
such offerings likely to be ignored by a secular academia (to say nothing of the 
public at large) that has long since consigned the Hebrew Bible to cultural irrel-
evance? Or, conversely, is such interdisciplinary work precisely the way to dem-
onstrate the continued vitality and cruciality of biblical studies to the larger world 
of the humanities and social sciences? Given the diverse fields this volume touch-
es upon—religion, history, global politics, cultural theory—one hopes the larger 
world will take notice.

David J. Fuller
McMaster Divinity College


