
S O U T H E A S T E R N

THEOLOGICAL REVIEW

Introduction to the Volume
STR Editor	 149

Contesting Contesting Catholicity: Some 
Conservative Reflections On Curtis 
Freeman’s Theology For “Other Baptists”
Nathan A. Finn	 151

The Insanity of Systematic Theology: A 
Review of Michael Bird’s Evangelical Theology
Marc Cortez	 171

Theological Aesthetics: Some Reflections 
on Michael Bird’s Evangelical Theology: 
A Biblical and Systematic Introduction
Kelly M. Kapic	 185

The Power of the Gospel
Amy L. B. Peeler	 195

Review of Michael Bird, Evangelical 
Theology: A Biblical and Systematic 
Introduction
Michael S. Horton	 207

In Defense of Theology as Gospelizing: 
Michael Bird’s Responses
Michael F. Bird	 217

Book Reviews	 229

Vol. 6, No. 2 Winter 2015



Southeastern Theological Review  
Is published biannually for the faculty of Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary.  
 
“Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary seeks to glorify the Lord Jesus Christ by equipping 
students to serve the church and fulfill the Great Commission.”  
 
“The mission of Southeastern Theological Review is to equip the Church to serve the Lord Jesus 
Christ and fulfill the Great Commission through rigorous scholarly engagement in the disciplines of 
mission, biblical studies, theology, philosophical theology, historical theology, and practical 
theology.” 
 
 
Editorial Board  
 
Heath A. Thomas, Chair & Editor  (hthomas@sebts.edu)  
Ant Greenham, Book Review Editor  (agreenham@sebts.edu)  
 
Bruce Little, SEBTS (2015)    David Hogg, Christ Baptist Church (2015) 
Matt Mullins, SEBTS (2015)   Ray Van Neste, Union University (2015) 
 
 
 
Southeastern Theological Review is produced biannually (Winter and Summer), and may be 
themed or un-themed. Southeastern Theological Review aims to serve the Church and help her 
think rigorously so that it may serve the Lord Christ faithfully.  
 
Unsolicited article submissions to the journal are welcomed and should be directed to the editor. 
All submitted articles to Southeastern Theological Review are evaluated by double-blind peer 
review. All articles that are submitted to STR should present original work in their field. Manuscripts 
should conform to the SBL Handbook of Style.  
 
This periodical is indexed in the ATLA Religion Database® (ATLA RDB®), a product of the 
American Theological Library Association, 300 S. Wacker Dr., Suite 2100, Chicago, IL 60606, USA. 
Email: atla@atla.com, www: http://www.atla.com.  
 
This periodical is also indexed with Old Testament Abstracts®, The Catholic University of America, 
Washington, DC 20064, USA. Email: cua-ota@cua.edu . This periodical is typeset and indexed 
electronically by Galaxie Software®: http://galaxie.com . 
 
 
 
Annual Subscription Rates: $30 (regular) $20 (student) 
(both for ebook and hardcopy) 
 
For more information visit:  www.southeasterntheologicalreview.com  
Direct correspondence to:  Attn: Editor, Southeastern Theological Review  

Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary  
PO BOX 1889, Wake Forest, NC 27588-1889 (USA) 

 
Note:  The views expressed in the following articles are not necessarily those of the STR editorial  

board, the faculty, or the administration of Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary. 
 Individual authors are responsible for the research and content presented in their essays.  

 
ISSN 2156-9401  
 
© 2015 All rights reserved by Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary 



CONTENTS 
 

ARTICLES 
Introduction to the Volume .............................................................. 149 

STR Editor 
Contesting Contesting Catholicity:  Some Conservative Reflections  
On Curtis  Freeman’s Theology For “Other Baptists” ................. 151 

Nathan A. Finn 
The Insanity of Systematic Theology:  A Review of Michael  
Bird’s  Evangelical Theology.................................................................... 171 

Marc Cortez 
Theological Aesthetics: Some Reflections on Michael Bird’s 
Evangelical Theology:  A Biblical and Systematic Introduction ................. 185 

Kelly M. Kapic 
The Power of the Gospel ................................................................... 195 

Amy L. B. Peeler 
Review of Michael Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical  
and Systematic Introduction .............................................................. 207 

Michael S. Horton 
In Defense of Theology as Gospelizing:  Michael Bird’s  
Responses ............................................................................................. 217 

Michael F. Bird 
Book Reviews ....................................................................................... 229 

 
BOOK REVIEWS 
Hans Madueme and Michael Reeves, eds. Adam, the Fall, and 
Original Sin: Theological, Biblical, and Scientific Perspectives ................... 229 

Richard S. Briggs 
Robert L. Plummer and Matthew D. Haste. Held in Honor:  
Wisdom for Your Marriage from Voices of the Past ................................. 231 

Michael L. Bryant 
Mikeal C. Parsons. Luke: Storyteller, Interpreter, Evangelist ................ 233 

Marc A. Pugliese 
Michael B. Shepherd. The Text in the Middle ..................................... 236 

Ched Spellman 
Courtney Reissig. The Accidental Feminist: Restoring Our Delight  
in God’s Good Design .............................................................................. 239 

Adrianne Miles 



 SOUTHEASTERN THEOLOGICAL REVIEW 

Mark Wilson. Victory through the Lamb: A Guide to Revelation  
in Plain Language .................................................................................... 241 

Alan S. Bandy 
Bryan C. Babcock. Sacred Ritual: A Study of the West Semitic  
Ritual Calendars in Leviticus 23 and the Akkadian Text Emar 446 .... 243 

G. Geoffrey Harper 
Gailyn Van Rheenen, with Anthony Parker. Missions: Biblical 
Foundations and Contemporary Strategies ................................................ 245 

George Robinson 
Allen P. Ross. A Commentary on the Psalms: Volume 2 (42-89) ........ 247 

Chip McDaniel 
Haddon W. Robinson and Patricia Batten, eds. Models for  
Biblical Preaching: Expository Sermons from the Old Testament .............. 249 

Josh D. Chatraw 
Gary M. Burge. Jesus and the Jewish Festivals ...................................... 251 

Ryan O’Dowd 
Mark Dever and Jonathan Leeman, eds. Baptist Foundations:  
Church Government for an Anti-Institutional Age ................................... 254 

Jeremy Kimble 
Kenneth A. Kitchen and Paul J. H. Lawrence. Treaty, Law and 
Covenant in the Ancient Near East ......................................................... 256 

H. H. Hardy II 
Steven B. Cowan and Terry L. Wilder, eds. In Defense of the  
Bible: A Comprehensive Apologetic for the Authority of Scripture ............ 259 

Thomas A. Provenzola 
J. Richard Middleton. A New Heaven and a New Earth:  
Reclaiming Biblical Eschatology ............................................................... 262 

Matthew Y. Emerson 



STR 6/2 (Winter 2015) 171–83 

The Insanity of Systematic Theology:  
A Review of Michael Bird’s  

Evangelical Theology 

 

Marc Cortez 
Wheaton College 

Introduction 

A student once asked if I would ever write my own one-volume 
systematic theology. Unfortunately I was eating, so I nearly killed 
myself when the shock of such an absurd proposal caused me to 
inhale a barely chewed chunk of burrito. There is just too much to 
say, too many complex issues to grasp, too many debates to resolve. 
Even if you manage to address everything you want, your book 
must still face an array of theological experts, each frustrated that 
you didn’t say more or present with more nuance the issues on 
which they are most concerned. Give me the thirteen volumes of 
Barth’s Church Dogmatics, the entirety of Augustine’s theological 
corpus, or even the paltry 2–3 volumes allocated to many modern 
theologians. But one? What sane person would accept such a chal-
lenge?  

I can’t comment on Michael Bird’s sanity, though I’d be willing 
to offer a few speculations after the session. But I can say that, un-
like me, he was willing to take up the challenge, and has created a 
unique resource: a systematic theology that demonstrates an exem-
plary commitment to clear and engaging communication, while also 
striving to ground itself in the gospel, biblical theology, and the real 
needs of everyday Christians. For that we should all be grateful.  

I could comment at length on the many things that Bird’s Evan-
gelical Theology does well.1 Following the long-standing tradition of 
focusing a review on more constructive and critical observations, 
however, I will guide my reflections in that direction. To that end, 
we will consider two major issues. First, we will look at Bird’s claim 

                                                           
1 Michael F. Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduc-

tion (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2013), hereafter referred to as ET.   
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to have offered a systematic theology that is more thoroughly de-
termined by the gospel than earlier evangelical efforts. Second, we 
will assess the content of ET by looking specifically at his doctrine 
of humanity as a case study for assessing the strengths and weak-
nesses of the volume as a whole.  

Part 1: Thoroughly Determined by the Gospel 

Bird clearly states at the beginning that one of the primary mo-
tivations for producing this book is the lack of “a genuinely evan-
gelical theology textbook…that has its content, structure, and sub-
stance singularly determined by the evangel,”2 thus identifying sev-
eral desiderata for a truly gospel-centered theology. Since I am un-
clear on this distinction between “content” and “substance,” I will 
treat those two as synonymous. We thus have two criteria to use as 
our starting point: 

(A) The gospel must singularly determine the structure of the 
theology. 
(B) The gospel must singularly determine the content of the 
theology. 
Later in the chapter, Bird offers as a third criterion that a sys-

tematic theology determined by the gospel will not focus solely on 
the various loci of theology, but will also “be applied to the sphere 
of daily Christian life and the offices of Christian leaders.”3 Thus a 
third criterion: 

(C) The gospel must connect the content of theology to dai-
ly Christian life and ministry. 
Bird may have more in mind than this. But these three criteria 

should be enough for us to assess Bird’s claim regarding the ade-
quacy of earlier evangelical theologies and the success of his own 
endeavor. 
A. The Structure of Evangelical Theology 

Applying these criteria, however, proves rather difficult. What 
precisely does it mean for the gospel to “singularly determine” the 
structure or content of a systematic theology? Although Bird does 
not address this question explicitly, we might be able to tease out 
an answer by considering his decision to deal with eschatology rela-
                                                           

2 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 11. 
3 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 21. 
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tively early in the volume. Based on the centrality of the Kingdom 
in biblical theology as a whole and the teachings of Jesus in particu-
lar, Bird concludes that eschatology “provides the framework for 
Christian theology” and that it is “the essential nucleus of the 
Christian gospel.” 4  Eschatology is thus presented as sufficiently 
important for understanding the gospel that it must be addressed 
far earlier than traditional theological structures allow. 

For Bird, then, allowing the gospel to determine the structure of 
theology seems to mean something like arranging the theological 
loci in the way most conducive for understanding the gospel. But 
this can be taken in two different ways. First, it could mean that 
certain theological topics actually are more or less central to the 
gospel. Thus, we must deal with eschatology early in the process 
because it is essential for understanding the gospel in a way that 
other theological loci are not. This, however, would be a difficult 
claim to sustain given that Bird places eschatology before such vital 
topics as Jesus, salvation, and the Spirit. The second option, then, is 
that a gospel-determined theological structure does not mean that 
certain topics actually are more central to the gospel, but only that 
we should order the theological loci in the way most conducive to 
understanding the gospel. But this raises its own questions. For 
example, in another surprising move, Bird chooses to deal with the 
doctrines of humanity and sin toward the end of the volume. If 
used as a textbook in class, then, we would find ourselves in the 
interesting position of having to discuss the gospel and salvation 
before having talked about who is being saved and what they are 
being saved from. That seems problematic for any number of rea-
sons, not least of which is why exactly such a structure is more sin-
gularly determined by the gospel than another approach.  

One final point before leaving the question of structure. I won-
der if Bird has fully appreciated the logic of the traditional order of 
theological topics, which seems to be thoroughly shaped by the 
gospel narrative. Beginning with the God who is Lord and Creator 
of all, they then talk about God’s purposes for creation in general 
and humanity in particular. That sets the stage for appreciating the 
tragedy of the Fall and the amazing goodness of God’s grace in 
Christ, the transformation of his people through the Spirit, and the 

                                                           
4 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 236. 
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final culmination of God’s creative purposes in the eschaton.5 Say 
what you will about this structure, it is hard to see why this would 
not qualify as a theological framework singularly determined by the 
gospel. 

Now it is entirely possible that all of this is beside the point. 
Maybe Bird does not mean to suggest that earlier theologies failed 
to have gospel-determined structures in fact, only that they generally 
fail to make explicit the gospel-logic driving the structure of their 
theologies. And here he would largely be correct. Indeed, one of 
my favorite aspects of Bird’s book was his clear desire to help his 
readers see how the various loci relate to the gospel. But claiming 
that earlier theologies failed to be sufficiently explicit about their 
gospel-centeredness is a far cry from implying that they were not so 
in fact.  
B. The Content of Evangelical Theology 

Moving on to the second criterion, is it the case that earlier the-
ologies failed to have their content determined by the gospel in a 
way that Bird substantially improves upon? Here we can be some-
what briefer since I would largely be repeating the previous argu-
ment. If earlier theologians implicitly structured their systematic 
theologies around the logic of the gospel in the way suggested 
above, then it should come as no surprise that the content of that 
structure does the same. Indeed, the reader is left wondering here 
what it would mean for an evangelical theology not to have its con-
tent determined by the gospel. Presumably Bird does not think that 
earlier attempts actually undermined the gospel since he refers to 
the many “good” evangelical theologies already available.6 Does he 
then think that the content of earlier theologies focused on issues 
irrelevant to the gospel? If so, it would be interesting to hear what 
those might be. Or again is the concern a failure to make explicit 
how the content of each theological issue relates to the gospel? If 
so, Bird identifies a legitimate concern, but one that is far different 
                                                           

5 For a representative sample of evangelical theologies that follow this 
basic gospel narrative, see Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Intro-
duction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994); Millard J. 
Erickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1998); Michael 
Scott Horton, The Christian Faith: A Systematic Theology for Pilgrims on the Way 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011); John M. Frame, Systematic Theology: 
An Introduction to Christian Belief (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2013). 

6 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 11. 
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from suggesting that the content of those earlier theologies is not 
actually determined by the gospel.  
C. The Practice of Evangelical Theology 

Bird’s third criterion involves the integration of theological re-
flection with Christian life and ministry. So this provides a third 
way in which earlier theologies might have a significant lack that 
Bird will seek to address. 

Here I find myself agreeing with Bird’s frustration regarding 
earlier theologies. Although some excel at developing this connec-
tion, most demonstrate a consistent weakness in relating systematic 
theology to life and ministry, preferring instead to relegate such 
reflection to works on Christian ethics and/or practical theology.7  

Despite this agreement, however, I wonder if Bird has in fact 
improved upon earlier attempts in this area. Though he does evi-
dence a desire to connect theology to life and ministry in places, for 
example when discussing the doctrine of the Trinity,8 nonetheless 
that section stands out as relatively unique since few other chapters 
offer any sustained practical reflection. This lack becomes particu-
larly problematic in those sections where pressing issues demand 
further reflection. The section on creation offers no discussion of 
ecological or environmental issues. In Pneumatology, Bird address-
es spiritual gifts but not the continuation of “miraculous” gifts or 
the practical issues that surround the use of gifts in ministry.9 Fur-
ther he discusses the Spirit’s revelatory work, but not the questions 
concerning whether the Spirit provides new revelation today, 
whether the Spirit is at work in other religions, or what it might 
mean for the Spirit to lead believers today. Most surprisingly, Bird’s 
chapter on humanity remains completely silent on pressing issues 
like sexuality, gender roles in ministry, race, vocation, end of life 
issues, and more. Once again we must acknowledge that there is 
only so much you can accomplish in a single volume. Given Bird’s 
                                                           

7 I do think we should exercise some caution here, however. By em-
phasizing the need for theology to be practical, we may inadvertently con-
tribute to popular notions of what constitutes the “practical,” which end 
up limiting the scope and significance of theology to those issues with 
purely pragmatic value.  

8 Bird, Evangelical Theology, pp. 122–24.  
9 E.g., whether we should try to identify our spiritual gifts, the rela-

tionship between “spiritual” and “natural” gifts, whether spiritual gifts can 
be developed over time.  
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own claim that a gospel-centered theology should connect theology 
to everyday life and ministry, though, such critiques seem legitimate 
while raising questions about Bird’s claim to have offered a more 
adequately gospel-centered theology  

In sum, then, ET offers an excellent example of a work that 
seeks to make explicit the relationship between the gospel and sys-
tematic theology. For that it should be commended. Whether it has 
succeeded in being more determined by the gospel than earlier 
evangelical theologies, however, is an entirely different question. 
And here I think we have good grounds for questioning whether 
that is in fact the case.  

Part 2: The Devil Is in the Details 

Next we turn our attention to Bird’s discussion of theological 
anthropology.10 And we can begin rather superficially by noticing 
its length and structure: 16 pages on the doctrine of humanity and 
30 pages on the doctrine of sin. It is thus comparable in length to 
Bird’s treatment of pneumatology, both of which are substantially 
smaller than the other sections. Indeed, Bird’s treatment of the ima-
go Dei is roughly comparable to his excursus on the various lapsarian 
positions, and the 16 pages he devotes to the doctrine of humanity 
is the same as that dedicated to both the millennium and the inter-
mediate state.11  

You should not, of course, assess a theological treatment’s ade-
quacy based on page count alone. I only raise the issue at this point 
because some of my comments below directly relate to the limited 
space allocated to this topic. Some might be inclined to dismiss my 
concerns as criticizing the book for not being even longer than it 

                                                           
10 I need to be careful here since it is inherently dangerous to assess a 

one-volume systematic theology based on the adequacy with which it ad-
dresses an area of particular interest to you. Nonetheless, it is also advan-
tageous to draw upon an area of particular strength to assess the overall 
adequacy of a theologian’s approach to the systematic task. So I will focus 
here on identifying some areas that can and, in my opinion, should have 
been addressed with greater rigor, even in a volume with this length and 
focus. 

11 Bird, Evangelical Theology, pp. 274–300, pp. 309–25. Indeed, if you 
combine those two issues with Bird’s discussion of the various positions 
on the tribulation, you would have a mere subsection of eschatology that 
is almost three times the length of ET’s entire doctrine of humanity. 



 THE INSANITY OF SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 177 

already is. So my point here is not simply that the section in hu-
manity is short, but that it is notably short relative to the other sections. 
Thus, Bird has clearly made decisions about where to invest his 
pages. And I think his treatment of humanity raises questions 
about whether it would have been wise to invest further in this sec-
tion, especially given that Bird framed this project around the gos-
pel, which, as he himself recognizes, includes “a significant amount 
of anthropocentrism.”12  
A. Made in the Image of God 

Moving into the specific content of this section, we should con-
sider what Bird has to say about the image of God. Here Bird’s 
background in biblical studies shines as he introduces readers to 
the “royal view” of the image of God as the one with the greatest 
support among biblical scholars. 13  He quickly walks readers 
through the Ancient Near Eastern context of the phrase, how it 
relates to divine sovereignty and presence, and how it finds its ul-
timate expression in Jesus Christ. So there is much to appreciate 
about Bird’s discussion of the imago Dei.  

Nonetheless, this relatively brief section prompts questions of 
its own. First, some confusions arise in Bird’s description of alter-
nate interpretations. For example, in summarizing the substantive 
view, Bird states that “the Cappadocian Fathers identified the im-
age with Adam’s freedom from death and decay,” and therefore 
concluded that the image was entirely lost at the Fall.14 This, how-
ever, is not the case. Gregory of Nyssa, for example, identifies the 
imago Dei with human freedom in general (i.e. not just freedom 
from decay) and primarily with the virtues.15 Thus he viewed the 
image as tarnished rather than completely lost at the Fall.16 A simi-
lar mistake occurs when Bird associates Luther with the substantive 
view of the imago. Luther instead emphasized the person’s right 
relationship to God as central to the imago, rejecting any attempt to 
ground the image in human capacities.17 Finally, Bird’s explanation 

                                                           
12 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 653. 
13 Bird, Evangelical Theology, pp. 659–61. 
14 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 658. 
15 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man, p. 5.  
16 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man, p. 16. 
17 Martin Luther, Lectures on Genesis, Luther’s Works 1 (St. Louis: Con-

cordia House, 1958), pp. 55–65. 
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of the relational view itself seems confused. There he describes the 
relational view as addressing “a human capacity for relationship,”18 
apparently unaware that this is a better definition of a substantive 
view of the image. Properly understood, the relational view of the 
imago has nothing to do with particular capacities or faculties of the 
human person.19 The human person is not an image bearer in vir-
tue of any particular capacities but solely because of the relationships 
in which the human persons stands.  

In addition to this occasional lack of interpretive clarity, Bird’s 
defense of a functional view of the imago raises its own questions.20 
Most importantly, many argue that human dominion should be 
seen as the purpose of the image rather than its definition.21 Although 
Bird recognizes in a footnote that such an objection exists, he pro-
vides no response, leaving the reader to wonder if he has simply 
dismissed contrary data.22  

At multiple points, then, Bird’s summary of contrary perspec-
tives manifests significant difficulties. Some might object that these 
are relatively small errors in the overall presentation and that they 
do not necessarily detract from the broader argument Bird wants to 
make. But statements like these raise questions about the extent to 

                                                           
18 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 659. 
19 To be fair, this is a relatively common confusion in discussions 

about the relational view of the imago. 
20 One problem that is relatively minor but points to the extent to 

which Bird has clearly explained the differences between the various posi-
tions involves an apparent category mistake. When explaining his prefer-
ence for a functional interpretation, Bird asserts, “Part of the meaning of 
salvation is that our eikōnic faculties are gradually restored to their Edenic 
state” (Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 661). Bird thus relies on substantival 
language (i.e. restoration of “faculties”) to describe his position despite 
the fact that he has already affirmed the functional over against the substan-
tival view of the imago. 

21 In other words, when God states that he will make humans in his 
image and immediately follows that with a declaration that they will hav-
ing dominion over other living creatures, does he intend the latter state-
ment to explicate the content of the image (i.e. image means dominion), or 
does he intend to say that dominion is the purpose for having been made 
in his image? For any functional interpretation of the imago, this seems an 
important question to answer.  

22 I am not saying that this is what Bird has in fact done, only the way 
the information is presented could lead the reader to this conclusion.  
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which Bird has adequately interpreted and explained the theological 
landscape, raising similar questions about the cogency of his pro-
posed solution. In the end, he may be correct that the royal view of 
the imago is the most satisfying. But it is not clear that the reader 
has received all of the data necessary for adequately assessing that 
claim.  
B. How Many Pieces Am I? 

Some of these same difficulties arise in the rest of Bird’s discus-
sion of human constitution, mostly relating to Bird’s description of 
“Christian monism” as a perspective on what comprises the human 
person.23 First, although Bird offers this in the context of various 
Christian views on the human person, he refers to this position as 
the “materialistic/atheistic” position.24 It is not entirely clear what 
Bird intends by associating Christian monists with an “atheistic” 
position like this, but the unfortunate association biases the discus-
sion.  

Second, Bird describes the monist position as believing that all 
talk about the soul is “metaphorical.”25 If he simply means to say 
that monists do not think of the soul as a substantial reality separa-
ble from the body, he is clearly correct. But Christian monists re-
tain a high view of the very real capacities of the human person 
that we typically associate with the soul.26 To call all of this lan-
guage “metaphorical” misleads the reader into thinking that the 
Christian monist views these as somehow less than fully real.  

Third, and most surprisingly, Bird’s engagement with the bibli-
cal data in this section leaves much to be desired.27 He declares 
early in his presentation that “Dichotomism…is the most biblical 

                                                           
23 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 663. 
24 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 663. 
25 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 663. 
26 See, for example, Warren S. Brown, Nancey C. Murphy, and H. 

Newton Malony, eds., Whatever Happened to the Soul?: Scientific and Theological 
Portraits of Human Nature, Theology and the Sciences (Minneapolis: For-
tress, 1998). 

27 Interestingly, the only biblical scholar Bird cites in this discussion is 
Joel Green who argues that the biblical data is at least consistent with 
anthropological monism (e.g., Joel Green, “Three Exegetical Forays into 
the Body-Soul Discussion,” Criswell Theological Review 7/2 (2010): pp. 3–18). 
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position,”28 supporting this by claiming that the biblical data af-
firms that “both the spirit and soul can survive death.”29 However, 
Bird fails to engage or even reference the substantial body of litera-
ture contending that “spirit” and “soul” in the kinds of texts that 
he cites refer either to the principle of “life” (i.e. that which ani-
mates living beings) or to those aspects of the human person that 
cannot be viewed by other human persons (i.e. the “inner” life of 
the person).30 Many biblical scholars argue that the Bible’s anthro-
pological terminology emphasizes the unity of the human person 
far more than any substantial dualism.31 Bird is certainly free to 
disagree and offer his own perspective, but it is unfortunate that he 
remains entirely silent here on contrary interpretations of the bibli-
cal data.32 

Finally, alongside the weaknesses in his portrayal of contrary 
perspectives, we also see some limitations in the presentation of his 
preferred position. Bird offers no extended discussion of any of the 
significant biblical, theological, and scientific objections raised 
                                                           

28 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 662. Such a statement raises its own 
questions about whether such a claim truncates meaningful engagement 
with contrary perspectives. It is perfectly legitimate, of course, for Bird to 
declare his understanding of an issue. It is, after all, his book. When sum-
marizing various perspectives, though, I wonder how helpful it is simply 
to declare that one position is the “biblical” one.  

29 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 663.  
30 For classic studies on this, see esp. Werner Georg Kümmel, Man in 

the New Testament (London: Epworth, 1963); Robert Jewett, Paul’s Anthro-
pological Terms (Leiden: Brill, 1971); and Hans Walter Wolff, Anthropology of 
the Old Testament (London: SCM, 1974).  

31 This does not necessarily mean that the biblical data require some 
kind of Christian materialism since it is entirely possible to read the bibli-
cal terminology as emphasizing unity within a broader duality. Here I am 
simply pointing out that Bird’s presentation oversimplifies the relevant 
biblical data. 

32 The argument is similarly skewed when Bird concludes his presenta-
tion by saying that “monism flounders…if we believe that Scripture clear-
ly teaches a postmortem, disembodied intermediate state” (Bird, Evangeli-
cal Theology, p. 664). The intermediate state is indeed a key issue in the de-
bate, but Bird’s presentation makes no reference to the fact that Christian 
materialists are fully aware of the issue and have offered substantive re-
sponses. We may not be convinced by those responses, but Bird’s presen-
tation makes it sound as though they have simply ignored this decisive 
refutation of their position. 
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against substance dualism. That does not mean that Bird’s conclu-
sion is incorrect, only that he has not given his readers the data 
necessary for them to understand and wrestle through this difficult.  
C. Shades of Sin 

Finally, we can follow similar trajectories into Bird’s discussion 
of sin. For example, Bird summarizes Augustine’s debate with Pe-
lagius, and then claims, “Pelagianism did not win the day, though 
Semi-Pelagianism did,”33  going on to define Semipelagianism as 
“the view that the human will cooperates with divine grace and thus 
produces salvation in tandem.”34 Such a definition is problematic 
for two reasons. First, it is historically incorrect. Although the label 
was invented during the Reformation to refer to any synergistic 
approach to salvation, its historical referent was a controversy in 
the fifth and sixth centuries that focused on whether the human 
person could initiate the process of salvation and was ultimately 
condemned as a heresy at the Synod of Orange (529). Thus, regard-
less of what we might think about the continued influence of Sem-
ipelagiansim in the Middle Ages, it simply is not correct to state 
that it won in the theological debate with Augustinianism. The im-
pression that it did so comes from the second mistake: conflating 
Semipelagianism with synergism. But these two positions are im-
portantly different.35 By failing to distinguish them, Bird not only 
makes his discussion of sin unclear, but he also associates all syner-
gistic soteriologies with a condemned heresy, which raises im-
portant, though unaddressed, questions about how Bird views Ro-
man Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and Weslesyan soteriologies, 
among others.  

This raises another concern. Unlike our earlier critiques where 
we raised questions about the adequacy of how ET summarizes 
contrary perspectives, here ET routinely fails to identify contrary 
perspectives entirely. Bird may be able to explain the lack of en-
                                                           

33 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 676. 
34 Ibid. 
35 If we take semi-Pelagianism as any system in which the human per-

son initiates the process of salvation apart from any grace other than 
common grace, and if we take synergism to mean any system that affirms 
some kind of cooperative interaction between the divine and the human 
in salvation, then we must conclude that these are importantly different 
concepts in that one can be a synergist (cooperative interaction) without 
being semi-Pelagian (salvation begins with human effort).  
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gagement with Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy based 
on his decision to focus on evangelical perspectives, but we also 
receive no extended treatment of Wesleyan/Arminian perspectives 
either. There is no discussion of the Wesleyan understanding of sin, 
original sin, or prevenient grace. Given the importance of Wesleyan 
theology for shaping evangelicalism as a whole, this is a notable 
lack, and one that reduces the value of ET for those coming from 
this side of evangelicalism. 

And finally, here as well we can ask whether Bird has adequately 
engaged relevant criticisms of his preferred interpretations. For 
example, Bird defines sin as “a despising of God and an attempt to 
dethrone God.”36 And that may be a fine definition but Bird makes 
no reference to the important critiques that many have offered to 
definitions of sin that seem to privilege the kinds of sins that those 
in positions of power and preference struggle with. They rightly ask 
whether such definitions adequately capture the full reality of sin as 
experienced by oppressed people who are less likely to be tempted 
by self-enthronement than by self-denigration.37 

Conclusion 

In the end, we have seen several ways in which ET could be 
strengthened. I would have liked to see a clearer explanation of 
what it means to claim that ET is more determined by the gospel, 
one that more generously recognizes the ways in which earlier 
evangelical theologies were determined by a similar vision of the 
theological task. And if our case study on the doctrine of humanity 
is any indication, three additional issues warrant further considera-
tion: (1) greater clarity and accuracy when summarizing contrary 
theological perspectives, (2) more nuanced engagement with a 
broader range of evangelical perspectives, and (3) increased en-
gagement with possible criticisms Bird’s preferred conclusions. 

I would like to conclude, however, by reaffirming my introduc-
tory comment about the value of ET. Michael Bird has given us a 
helpful resource with a number of unique features, most significant 
of which is the attempt to make explicit the relationship between 

                                                           
36 Bird, Evangelical Theology, p. 669. 
37 E.g. Susan L. Nelson, “The Sin of Hiding: A Feminist Critique of 

Reinhold Niebuhr’s Account of the Sin of Pride,” Soundings 65/3 (1982): 
316–27. 
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the various theological loci and God’s redemptive work in Christ. 
That alone makes ET worth reading.  

 




