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Part 1 (June 30, 2008) 

First a word of disclaimer. I know Frank Viola, indeed for some years he has asked me loads of good and telling 

questions via email. I did not really know what his take was on various matters, but I gladly answered his 

questions. It is interesting to me that this book appears to take no notice of various of these answers which I 

have given, nor are any of my works found in the bibliography at the end of the book. Perhaps I have missed 

something in the minutiae of the truly minute footnotes at the bottom of each page, but now I am wondering 

why exactly I have answered all those questions over the years. It‘s a pity.  

Frank Viola is a sharp person, but neither he nor George Barna really interact in this book with the 

scholarly literature that would call into question their strident claims and theses. They are arguing a particular 

case, and so they largely cite sources that support their case, for example Robert Banks‘ work on Pauline house 

churches comes in for heavy usage. Their claim to present us with bare historical fact and to stand always on the 

Biblical high ground needs to be seen for what it is from the outset--- good and powerful rhetoric meant to 

warm the cockles of the hearts of all who affirm Sola Scriptura, but when one actually examines some of the 

major claims closely, they will not stand close and critical scrutiny. 

I am quite sure that the immediate reaction of some to this book will be ―Just what we need—another 

lambasting of the institutional church, by grandchildren of the radical Protestant reformation, sometimes called 

the Restoration Movement!‖ But we should all abide our soul in patience and hear the gentlemen out before 

deciding.  

I personally knew we were in for trouble even from the beginning of the 2008 edition of this book when 

early on we are told that Isaiah died by being sawed in two. This may be in Foxe‘s Book of Martyrs (an early 

example of Protestant hagiography complete with myths, legends, half-truths, and yes some truth), but it is not 

in the Bible and we don‘t have any historical evidence to verify it. So much for presenting us with ―just the facts 

Mam, just the facts.‖  

From the first of this study we are also led to expect that the authors will play the role of Socrates, 

asking probing and critical questions and taking radical steps to help us live out the implications of the answers. 

They warn one and all, giving the caveat emptor, that if you follow them and their wisdom, be prepared to be 

‗slandered, libeled, called names you never heard in the Bible…‘ as that prescient prophet Paul Simon once 

sang. A martyr complex is never far behind when one is an anti-institutionalist.  

And of course the big bad guy in Pagan Christianity is not going to be sin, suffering, the Devil, or any of 

those things. The big bad guy is going to be what is loosely called the Institutional Church and that other 

famous whipping boy—‗church tradition‘ and oh yes--- Greek philosophy. The particular animus is against the 

Roman Catholic Church for paganizing Christianity. Dan Brown would have liked this book.  

But frankly there are no such thing as ‗institutional churches‘. Churches have institutions of various 

sorts, they aren‘t institutions. Furthermore, the Bible is full of traditions and many of those developed after NT 

times are perfectly Biblical. It‘s not really possible to draw a line in the sand between ‗Biblical principles‘ and 

traditions. The question is which traditions comport with Biblical tradition and which do not. And there is a 

further problem. It is ever so dangerous to take what was normal in early Christianity as a practice, and 
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conclude that therefore it must be normative. It may have been normal in the NT era for non-theological 

reasons, for example for practical reasons.  

To tell us that the church is really people, people united in Christ and serving the Lord, is to say nothing 

for or against the ‗institutional church‘, or for that matter its institutions. Everyone agrees that the church is 

people, more specifically people gathered for worship, fellowship, and service. Everyone agrees that the church 

is a living thing and organism, not an organization. So what‘s the beef here, and where is the real thrust of the 

critique? 

Let us begin with a historical point made on p. 6 on the basis of old and weak evidence. The idea is that 

Christianity had become overwhelming Gentile and already was adopting numerous pagan practices in the last 

third of the first century A.D. Frankly, this is historically false. Not only did Jewish Christianity continue well 

into the fifth century in many forms and places and in considerable numbers, including in the Diaspora and not 

just in Israel and Syria, in fact all of our NT was written by Jewish Christians with the possible exception of 

Luke's works, but he seems however to have been a god-fearer. And in fact many of the NT documents were 

written for Jewish Christians including Matthew, Hebrews, James, Jude,1 Peter, and probably John, the 

Johannine Epistles, Revelation.  

If you are wrong about the history of the early church, and wrong about the character of the canon as 

well, then it is no wonder you will make mistakes in your argumentation. It is interesting that documents like the 

Didache, the Shepherd of Hermas, the Ascension of Isaiah, the Protoevangelium of James, and other documents 

which came out of largely Jewish Christian circles are just ignored as well. These folks need to read a book like 

Oscar Skarsaune‘s edited volume on Jewish Believers in Jesus. They will discover it is not possible to say either 

that Jewish Christianity waned after 70 A.D. nor is it possible to say that the dominate practice of the church 

was pagan, and became increasingly pagan in the first, second, third centuries--- wrong, and wrong.  

They could have saved themselves a lot of trouble by reading sources more recent than Will Durant and Shirley 

Case, neither of which represent the state of the discussion on such matters in the last 50 years. They also need 

to read Paul Trebilco‘s major study on Ephesus and the church in that region.  

One thing about these folks--- Barna and Viola are very sure of themselves. They warn the reader early 

on (p. 7) that you will be confronted by unshakeable historical fact which will rock your world. If however it‘s 

like the ‗facts‘ on pp. 6-7 about the rise of pagan Christianity, we are not dealing with ‗facts‘, unfortunately. We 

are dealing with a misreading of early Christian history. 

One of the odder features of the book Pagan Christianity which surfaces immediately in the first real 

chapter is the attempt to see early Christianity as rather like Melchizedek (‗without antecedents, without 

succesors‘), and so basically something entirely unique and different from either early Judaism or other sorts of 

ancient religions. Ttis conclusion involves not just an assertion about a difference in theology but a difference in 

praxis as well.  

We are given the usual litany about Christians meeting in homes, and how they did not have church 

buildings. This is of course partially true, so far as we can tell, but frankly they didn‘t just meet in homes, nor 

were there any mandates for them to do so saying ―in order to be truly Christian thou shalt meet in cramped 

quarters.‖ They also met in Solomon‘s Portico, which is to say in the Temple precincts as the early chapters of 

Acts informs us, and furthermore they went to synagogue services in purpose built buildings, and furthermore 

they occasionally rented halls, like the Hall of Tyrannus in Ephesus, and later in the first century, as the 

archaeological evidence makes clear, they met in caves, namely the catacombs in Rome, as well. I don‘t see 

much of a movement in the church today to go back to cave dwelling   

The authors of this book are right to critique the modern western church for having an edifice complex, 

and spending too much money on buildings and too little on missions, evangelism, other forms of ministry. But 



there is absolutely nothing in the NT which either suggests or requires that Christians should only meet in 

homes. And furthermore, the major problem with these sorts of arguments are that they ignore the differences in 

social setting, then and now.  

Christians met in homes so often and for so long because they were part of an ‗illegal religion‘ a 

‗superstitio‘ as the Roman‘s called it. They did not meet in public because they wanted to meet in peace, and in 

freedom. It isn‘t because they thought ‗small group house church ministry is cool or Biblical‘.  

Nor is it true, that Christianity was the first non-Temple based religion in antiquity. There were plenty of 

tribal religions in the ANE that could not afford and did not have Temples, or priests. They did sometimes have 

‗high places‘ where they would offer sacrifices, as the OT mentions.  

It is not enough to say that NT theology indicates that it was Christ who was the perfect sacrifice, who is 

our high priest, and who fulfilled the function of temples did away with all such things. What one would have to 

argue is that Jesus came saying ―I came that you might not have buildings any more‖. Church buildings are not, 

and frankly probably shouldn‘t be called temples because literal sacrifices are not offered in them. Sacrifices of 

praise and self-sacrificial offerings yes, real sacrifices no. This however does not in any way suggest that bodies 

of believers should not have purpose built buildings. That‘s an example of over-egging the pudding, as the 

British would say, or as I would put it, over reading the evidence by a lot.  

And this brings me to another of their claims— that there is no evidence of church buildings before A.D. 

190 when they are mentioned by Clement of Alexandria. Wrong and wrong. Here again archaeology helps. If 

one goes to Capernaum one can see, through the glass floor of the modern church there, the ‗house of Peter‘, 

which was expanded into a Christian meeting place. It was no longer just a home, it was enhanced so it could be 

a better place of worship—house becomes church building, so to speak. How do we know this? Because of the 

Christian graffiti in the walls left by Christians, some of which goes back at least to the early second century, 

and probably back to sometime after 70 A.D. when both Jews and Christians relocated, and one of the places 

they went was Capernaum.  

Then too, one should compare the recent news reports that in Jordan by the river they have found 

perhaps the very earliest church structure—associated with the 70 and possibly even dating from the late first 

century. My point is this--- early Christians did not have an allergic reaction to buildings, not even to purpose 

built buildings. It was the social situation which dictated what it was wise and prudent to do about housing 

Christian meetings in that era, not some theological principle. It is not helpful to say, ―until 300 there were no 

buildings first built as churches‖, unless you add ―until the 4
th

 century Christianity was illegal!‖  

What about the argument that early Christianity did not have a priestly class? This appears to be largely 

correct, but they did indeed have elders, deacons, apostles, overseers/episokopoi. There are several NT 

documents that talk about the priesthood of all believers—1 Peter and Revelation, for example. You will notice 

that in 1 Peter as well Peter does not say ‗I am just one of the priesthood of all believers‘. No, he begins his 

letter by introducing himself in the same manner as Paul did—as an apostle of Jesus Christ. In other words, 

when he talked about his ministerial roles, he refers to himself as an apostle. 

If you look closely at the priesthood of all believers material in the NT it becomes clear that this 

terminology was used in relationship to the new spiritualized way of looking at sacrifices as we see in Rom. 12 

or Heb. 13.15. It has nothing to do with the leadership structure of those churches, so far as I can tell. Nowhere 

does the NT say ―since we have a priesthood of all believers we no longer affirm the role of set apart ministers 

or as they later came to be called ‗clergy‘‖.  

In other words the priesthood of all believers is in no way an argument against their being ordained 

leaders of various sorts in the church, leaders who are both anointed and appointed not from below but from 

above, appointed by leaders.  



There is frankly no Baptist or low church Protestant ecclesiology to be found in the NT in regard to this 

particular matter. Paul for example instructs his co-workers Timothy and Titus to appoint elders. The elders do 

not appoint themselves, nor do congregations get together and ordain or appoint them much less vote on them. 

The ecclesial structure of the NT church was hierarchial, not congregational—it started with the apostles and 

the 12 at the top, worked its way down to the co-workers of the apostles who were also itinerant and over 

multiple congregations, then there were the local church leaders—prophets, teachers, elders, deacons etc. In the 

early second century the apostolate seems to have been succeeded by bishops, most especially monarchial 

bishops like Ignatius of Antioch (read his letters sometime from the first 2 decades of the second century. They 

are quite revealing.). In short, the priesthood of all believers neither rules out nor negates the fact that there was 

an ecclesial leadership structure in the early church which involved in various cases a process of ordination 

from higher officials. To say otherwise is to misread the NT evidence. Of course it is true that what determined 

who had which gifts and graces was the work of the Spirit, but the Church needed to recognize that work and 

affirm it, and this took place through leaders who saw the gift in people like Timothy, and did from time to time 

use a process of ordination to make clear whom the Spirit had gifted and graced. 

On p. 14 we are told that when Christianity was born, it was the only religion that had no sacred objects, 

spaces, or persons. This actually ignores the fact that Christians continued to meet with Jews in synagogues, 

until and unless they were expelled. Even the apostle to the Gentile went and worshipped with Jews in 

synagogues until he was expelled. It does not appear that even Paul thought there was something inherently 

inappropriate when it came to Christians attending a synagogue service in a building.  

I must admit I was also surprised by the bold claim that there were no sacred persons. Actually I would 

say there were no other kinds of Christians in the church. This is precisely why they are called hagioi or ‗holy 

ones‘ repeatedly, even in Paul‘s letters. One of the major mistakes made in this book repeatedly, is assuming 

that Pauline and Gentile Christianity and its various forms and functions was the only form of Christianity in 

existence in the middle and latter half of the NT era itself, along with which comes the corollary assumption 

that Pauline house churches must be the models for all churches today. This does not follow.  

This brings up another oddity about the argument being made in the first main chapter of the book. Just 

because a building was not called a temple, would not mean to early Christians that it was not a sacred building. 

Jews of course called various of their sacred buildings synagogues, and what is interesting about this is that 

James, the very brother of Jesus, in James 2.2, as he writes to Jewish Christians all over the Diaspora refers to 

their meeting place as a synagogos. This is not a reference to a non-Christian meeting place, as James 2.1 

makes perfectly clear. Could it be a reference to just the meeting itself, rather than the place of meeting? While 

this is not totally impossible, it is certainly unlikely since the term already referred to buildings in the first 

century A.D. in various places in the Holy Land where James lived. There were already synagogue buildings in 

Jerusalem itself whilst James was the head of the Jerusalem church.  

At the bottom of p. 15 we are told that Christians began reverencing the dead in the late second or third 

century. Actually this practice is already in evidence in the fifties A.D. and is referred to by Paul in 1 Cor. 15 

when he talks about proxy baptism for the dead (for more on this see my Conflict and Community in Corinth, 

ad loc). I would suggest that Paul knows he is dealing with partially socialized Christians coming from a pagan 

background, who simply brought such practices into the church already in the mid-first century. The so-called 

paganizing of the Church was not instigated by Roman Catholics. It came much earlier, and in fact it was 

largely rejected by the church.  

Like Dan Brown‘s novel, the Da Vinci Code, Constantine is painted as ‗Bad Bart‘ the person who 

messed things up in Pagan Christianity. He is called on p.18 the father of the church building, which is giving 

him far too much credit. He did of course take Christianity off the illicit religion list, and he and his mother 

became the patrons of the building of various churches including in the Holy Land, but it is simply false to say 

that there were no church buildings long before Constantine. It will not do to make him the bad guy who ruined 

pristine and pure early Christianity.  



On p. 19 we also have the suggestion that Constantine was the one who originated the idea of Christians 

having a holy day, or a day of rest, that day being Sunday. While Constantine certainly made it a legal holy day, 

Christian‘s had been meeting on the Lord‘s Day for worship for a long time prior to that time. We see this 

alluded to in 1 Cor. 16 when Paul refers to setting money aside ‗on the first day of the week‘ which is when 

they would have gathered to do this, among other Christian activities. Even more importantly we hear about the 

Lord‘s day on which John had a vision in Rev. 1.10. There is also the very telling reference to Christians 

meeting on the first day of the week, Sunday, in Pliny‘s famous letter to the Emperor Trajan. But I need to 

emphasize again, many Christians well into the middle ages were Jews, and so far as we can tell, they continued 

to think that there were such things as holy days. Paul‘s discussion of the matter in Rom.14.5-6 should be 

quoted: ―some regard one day more sacred than another; others consider everyday alike. Everyone should be 

convinced in their own mind. Those who regard one day as special do so unto the Lord.‘ In other words, while 

Christian practice varied on this matter in the 50s, Paul has no problems with the person who regards one day as 

sacred or special unto the Lord. Indeed he sees it as an appropriate form of worship. 

Some of the critique of Constantine is of course warranted, especially when one begins to study in depth 

the theology of holy relics. But a theology of holy time and holy persons, and even holy space already existed, 

not only in the OT, which is of course part of the Christian‘s Bible, but in NT Christianity as well. I have 

detailed a length what the NT says about the Lord‘s Supper, and how it indeed was seen as a sacrament that had 

to be partaken of in a worthy manner, or one could actually fall ill as 1 Cor. 11 says. This can be seen in my 

Making a Meal of It, and so I will not belabor that point here.  

One of the worst things that can happen to persons who are anti-institutionalists, and anti-

sacramentalists, is that so angry are they about the excesses and bad theology that has sometimes come out of 

the ‗institutional church‘ that they throw the baby right out with the sacramental baptismal waters. I understand 

this, but it is a colossal over-reaction. Desacralizing worship, the Lord‘s Supper, and even persons is not 

something devout Christians should be about. The last thing the church needs is a more casual, less reverential 

approach to all these things which removes altogether the recognition that one is entering into the presence of 

the Holy One when one comes to worship, the One in whose presence we too become sanctified, something that 

happens through encountering God through prayers, praise, songs, sacraments, and of course the preaching as 

well. It is the living presence of God that we encounter in any and all true worship, whether through mediated 

means or directly.  

Worship and a theology of worship which trivializes the sacred, the holy, is not the theology of worship 

offered in books like Hebrews and Revelation and 1 Corinthians in the NT. Mystery is not the same as magic, 

any more than miracle is the same as magic. Magic is when humans try to manipulate the divine for their 

benefit. Mystery and miracle is when God comes down, and we touch the hem of his garment and are healed, 

helped, sanctified, whether that touch comes through hearing the Word, or receiving the Lord‘s Supper, or 

singing a meaningful hymn or song or offering a prayer. It can come in a myriad of means, and thank goodness 

it does often come in mediated ways, because like Moses at the burning bush, if we reach out to touch God 

directly, as an unholy person, we may well experience ‗burn out‘ even ‗ministerial burnout‘.  

There is nothing wrong with, nor unBiblical about worshipping God in a way that strongly suggests the 

special nature of the occasion, the great mystery and majesty of God, and some of the things that help with that 

are candles, and stained glass windows, and organs, and processions, and all manner of things that proclaim—―I 

am coming into the presence of the holy one, and I should give God my best.‖ In fact, worship is the time when 

all of creation bows down before God, and all of creation should be offered up to God—including our best 

music, our best words, our best attitudes, our best art, and so on should be offered up to God.  

It is a mistake to think that Jesus instituted some sort of pristine primitive religion, that was iconoclastic 

in nature. Jesus also worshipped in the synagogues. Jesus also worshipped in the temple (see Lk. 2.41-52). What 

Jesus despised was the corruption of the holy, not its representation in material form. It is no accident that it was 



the money changers and animal salesmen that he attacked in the outer courts of the Temple. These had been 

recent additions to the Temple precincts in his lifetime. 

And notice what he says. He quotes the OT and calls the Temple ―the house of God‖ which humans 

have corrupted and turned into a ―den of bandits‖ (Mk. 11). Jesus does not say the Temple is not the house of 

God! He says that this particular Herodian temple is the ‗temple of doom‘ because of its corruption, and in Jn. 2 

he alludes to the fact that he himself will be the focal point of future worship, calling himself and his body the 

Temple (he is not referring to the body of believers in John 2). Nothing in any of this theology of Jesus suggests 

we should never have sacred buildings or spaces thereafter. What we are told is that Christians should focus on 

Christ who is both temple and sacrificial lamb and high priest. That, is a matter of Christology and worship 

focus, not a matter of architectural plan or policy.  

I quite agree with the statement that space is never empty it always embodies a meaning, and also the 

remark that where a body of believers meets affects the character of the church. So let us think about that for a 

moment. Suppose the church met in the bathroom in homes. Well, it would probably be a very small meeting, 

and gender specific as well, unless the home had two bathrooms. At least one of the sacraments might happen 

during worship in that space  But it certainly wouldn‘t make it anything special, indeed someone would 

protest that it was inappropriate. Why? Because of course a bathroom is not a holy place by and large. How 

about in the living room? Certainly better, and less unholy for sure. But what this whole line of thinking 

suggests is that there are indeed more and less holy spaces. And frankly, I find it much easier to worship where 

the space and place reminds me to take my shoes off, put away all unholy thought, because I have entered into 

the presence of a holy God. An ordinary space connotes an ordinary activity, nothing special. A casual space 

connotes a casual activity, nothing special. A special space connotes something else entirely.  

Some time ago, I was in Rome ending a wonderful tour of Greece and Italy. We had been pilgrims going 

and seeing various wonderful Biblical and later Christian sites. We finished by worshipping 150 feet 

underground in a catacomb. In the barreled vault of an alcove there were niches all the way up where Christians 

had been buried. We sang ―for all the saints who from their labors rest‖, a great modern hymn of the church and 

it rang with an amazing echo. We took communion together in that sacred space, and it was one of the greatest 

worship experiences any of us had every had, before or since, I imagine. We sensed we were celebrating with 

the saints above in heaven who had been buried there, just as the saints in heaven are described as participating 

in worship in Rev. 4. God was glorified and we certainly were edified and sanctified.  

Far be it from me to suggest this is the only way or place God can be glorified and the saints edified. But 

it is certainly one legitimate godly and non-pagan way. God of course can be worshipped in simplicity as well. I 

remember well the wonderful accapella singing at Abilene Christian worship time at Abilene Christian 

University. It was simple yet profound, and profoundly beautiful —indeed wherever and however God is 

worshipped in Spirit and in truth, it is true worship. In my view worship is where beauty and truth and goodness 

and holiness should all meet, and kiss.  

My point in the above critique is simply this--- calling more high church worship ‗pagan‘ is not only a 

tragedy which impoverishes the soul. It‘s a travesty. And saying over and over again that there is not a shred of 

Biblical evidence for sacred buildings, particularly church buildings reflects both historical myopia and bad 

theological analysis of a theology of holiness and worship. Such a view is narrow where the Bible is not narrow, 

and it fails to grasp the great breadth of ways in which God can be truly, and Biblically worshipped and served, 

and is indeed worshipped and served around the world every single week. We do not need to be liberated from 

holy worship—we need to be liberated in and by it, in whatever form it may legitimately take. And that‘s the 

Biblical truth.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Part 2 (July 1, 2008) 

 

„WHAT‟S WRONG WITH THIS PICTURE‟S PICTURE?‟  

In the second main chapter of Barna and Viola‘s book Pagan Christianity, we are given a brief history of some 

forms and orders of worship, with perhaps a special emphasis on low church Protestant worship. Missing is a 

discussion of Catholic worship, various forms of Orthodox worship and Anglican worship. I suppose it is just 

assumed that these forms of worship are so unBiblical, that don‘t even warrant discussion.  

Perhaps, to be fair, it is because Barna and Viola are mainly preaching to their own choir (except they don‘t 

much favor choirs or worship leaders), or at least to low church Protestant churches in general. My concern in 

this post is less with the historical analysis, though there are some flaws in the argument and flies in the 

ointment there (e.g. Zwingli did not hold a purely memorial view of the Lord‘s Supper—see the work of Dr. 

Steinmetz of Duke fame on this point), but with its theological underpinnings which are faulty in various ways. 

My concern is especially with the supposed Biblical view of worship they assume, assert, and 

sometimes argue for. I realize that the positive constructive project, where they argue their positive case is 

coming in their subsequent book Reimagining Church, however there is more than enough here in this book to 

make my hair stand on end, so I will be responding here especially to pp. 74-83. 

Let me ask at the outset-- Is there anything wrong with small group meetings with lots of sharing—

absolutely not, and God bless them. Is it worship? Well maybe in part when it gets around to focusing on God 

and not on talking to each other or exhorting each other or laying hands on each other. Mutual participation and 

open sharing is the model Barna and Viola are uplifting. A time together without an order of worship, without a 

liturgy, without a worship leader. What should we think of this notion?  

Let‘s start with a general point. If we want to base our theology of worship on a particular reading of 1 

Cor. 11-14, as Barna and Viola seem largely to do, then the least we could do is get the analysis of the Pauline 

material right. The beginning of the description of bad and good worship actually happens in 1Cor. 8—and 

continues on through 1 Cor. 14. I do not have the time or the patience to work through all these chapters here--- 

again one can read what is said in my Conflict and Community in Corinth.  

Some general points need to be made. It is interesting to notice how Paul actually contrasts real pagan 

worship with Christian worship. Firstly, Paul is contrasting real ‗pagan worship‘ with Christian worship, not 

what Barna and Viola call pagan Christianity in their book with what they see as true spiritual Christian 

worship. Secondly, Paul does not critique pagan worship because it involves purpose built buildings, nor 

because it involves worship led by priests, nor because it involves sacrifices, nor because there were fellowship 

meals involved of various sorts. None of those things come in for any criticism at all in 1 Corinthians, which is 

passing strange if Paul had problems with those aspects of truly pagan worship. 

As I say, none of these factors come in for Paul ‗sturm und drang‘ in his critique. What he critiques is 

the spiritual influence of false gods, which he calls ‗daimons‘ -- the only time he uses such language in his 

letters. He assumes that what is behind paganism is not nothing, not no spiritual forces or beings, but rather 

false gods who are in fact unclean spirits, or demons who can bewitch, bother and bewilder Christians. And so 

he wants his Christians to stay away from their deleterious spiritual influence. No more going to pagan feasts or 

worship in pagan temples. And no causing one‘s brother or sister to stumble by forcing them to violate their 

conscience by eating meat once sacrificed to an idol, if they have scruples against it. 

Especially telling is when Paul says ―you cannot drink in the cup of demons and the cup of the Lord too. 

You cannot have a part in both the Lord‘s table and the table of demons.‖ Paul assumes that both the pagan and 

the Christian meals are sacramental in character that a spiritual transaction of some kind happens in them, and 

that the influence of the former leads to spiritual pollution and danger, whereas the influence of the Christian 
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meal leads to spiritual renewal, communion with God and union with Christ‘s body. To partake of it in an 

unworthy manner can lead to spiritual illness and even physical death. 

Notice at the beginning of 1 Cor. 10.1-5 how very sacramental the language is that Paul uses to describe 

the Red Sea crossing and manna in the wilderness miracle. He draws an analogy with Christian baptism and the 

Lord‘s Supper. Why? Paul knows perfectly well that the Red Sea crossing was not really a baptism, nor the 

manna miracle not really a communion meal.  

There are two reasons he does this: 1) because he wants to warn his Corinthian converts that just 

because they had partaken of the Christian sacraments, this did not provide them with ‗eternal security‘ from 

judgment or for that matter a spiritual protection from all spiritual harm if they went on participating in real 

pagan worship (not to be confused with current high church or institutional church worship); 2) equally 

importantly he does this because Paul believes there really is something going on in Baptism or the Lord‘s 

Supper of a spiritual and even miraculous nature. The analogy breaks down if one admits miracle in the Red Sea 

Crossing and the manna, and then suggests that the Christian rites involve nothing more than potent symbols or 

memorial signs.  

But this brings me to a further point. Why exactly had Paul referred to the Lord‘s Supper using the term 

‗the Lord‘s table‘? The term here is not ‗meal‘ in the Greek, but ‗table‘—trapedzēs. Could it be that there was 

actually a table involved, a piece of liturgical furniture, or something turned into a special table, in early 

Christian worship, even in homes? Well yes, this is not only possible but likely. The Lord‘s Supper was not just 

a regular part of reclining and dining. It had its own table, and was a part of the regular Christian worship 

service in a home. This would be no surprise to a Gentile host who had his own altar, and indeed religious 

cabinet with the masks of his ancestors in it. My point is this-- even in homes there would have been religious 

items, religious altars, religious furniture. There is no reason Christian might not also have had such things in 

their homes, rededicated to Christ for example. And so let us analyze for a minute what Paul tells us in 1Cor. 

10-14. 

Firstly Paul talks about an occasion when all the Christians in Corinth come together, and he affirms that 

the Lord‘s Supper ought to be shared whenever all of them meet. I have no idea how many people this would 

involve, since Roman villas could be spacious, and a meeting could involve the courtyard, the triclinium or 

dining room, and so on. In the Roman villas I have been in, in Pompeii and elsewhere, whereas only 18-20 

could get in the dining room, if the meeting involved several parts of the house it could involve up to 100 

people especially in the courtyard. In other words don't envision a small group Bible study necessarily. 

In any case what Paul is trying to do is instill some order and organization into the otherwise chaotic 

Corinthian worship times—as is especially clear in 1 Cor. 14 where he tries to get them to take turns speaking, 

to listen when they should, and not to ask questions during the worship service. We actually have no evidence 

that all Christian worship services were like the one in Corinth, but even if they were, there was supposed to be 

an order to things—it was not supposed to be like a spontaneous Quaker or charismatic prayer meeting. Sorry 

but it just wasn‘t. The spirit of prophets was in the control of prophets, as Paul says, and Paul as the apostle 

through this letter was interjecting major structure, including worship structure, into the chaos in Corinth. 

And here we come to an important point--- Christ is not the leader of the worship service. This is not 

said or suggested anywhere in the NT. Christ is the object of worship, the one to whom our worship is directed. 

The Holy Spirit does indeed prompt and inspire us to share and speak in various ways in worship where there is 

time and opportunity and need, but this is a different matter.  

There is nothing wrong with charismatic sharing as long as the God of peace and order is honored in 

whatever way worship is done. The leaders of the worship service were then and are now, human beings whom 

God has anointed and appointed for such tasks, whether they be prophets or preachers, or teachers or song 

leaders. This is not only clear from a close reading of the OT. It is equally clear from a reading of the NT. Jesus 



stands up in his hometown synagogue reads the Scripture and preaches while others listen. Should we not 

follow the example of Jesus? Well of course we should. Paul stands up in the meeting of a synagogue or a 

meeting with the Ephesian Christians and gives a sermon or exhortation. Others listen. In lieu of that he sends 

letters to be read as the apostolic voice in worship. Should we not do likewise-- well of course we should. 

Worship is not the same thing as a Bible study or a spontaneous sing along at home or a reasonably 

spontaneous prayer meeting, and it never was intended to be, but it certainly does involve Scriptural sharing 

from some anointed leader of some sort. 

And here is where I stress that Paul‘s letters were meant to be read OUT LOUD as part of the worship. 

That would entail a very long monologue by one of Paul‘s workers who read dramatically the whole thing to the 

congregation. In addition to that there would be prayers and prophecies as 1 Cor. 11 says. In addition to that 

there would be a meal, and whenever they all gathered, the Lord‘s Supper as well. In addition to that, as Ephes. 

5 says there would be psalms, which is to say liturgical singing of a rote text, and hymns, in this case probably 

Christological hymns like we find in Phil. 2.5-11, and spiritual songs, which may well be songs spontaneously 

prompted by the Spirit. Worship is intended to be theocentric, with the exception of when the Word of God is 

proclaimed to the people. It therefore involves interchange between God‘s Word shared by someone or 

someones gifted and graced, anointed and appointed to do so, and the response of the congregation as God is 

worshipped by one and all. 

One of the problems here is the fact that NT documents today keep getting treated as modern texts, 

when in fact they are oral texts. Some scholars, on the basis of the occasional reference to ‗readers‘ in the NT 

have thought that this signaled that Christians were some of the first to self-consciously be trying to produce 

books, or even literature meant for reading. For example, sometimes Mark‘s Gospel has been called the first 

Christian book, in large part based on the reference in Mk. 13.14 where we find the parenthetical remark, ―let 

the reader understand‖, on the assumption that the ‗reader‘ in question is the audience. But let us examine this 

assumption for a moment. Both in Mk. 13.14 and in Rev. 1.3 the operative Greek word is ho anaginōskōn a 

clear reference to a single and singular reader, who in that latter text is distinguished from the audience who are 

dubbed the hearers (plural!) of John‘s rhetoric. As Mark Wilson recently suggested in a public lecture at 

Ephesus, this surely is likely to mean that the singular reader is in fact a lector of sorts, someone who will be 

reading John‘s apocalypse out loud to various hearers. We know for a fact that John is addressing various 

churches in Asia Minor (see Rev. 2-3), so it is quite impossible to argue that the reference to ‗the reader‘ 

singular in Rev. 1.3 refers to the audience. It must refer to the rhetor or lector who will orally deliver this 

discourse to the audience of hearers. I would suggest that we must draw the same conclusion about the 

parenthetical remark in Mk. 13.14, which in turn means that not even Mark‘s Gospel should be viewed as a text, 

meant for private reading, much less the first real modern ‗text‘ or ‗book‘ Rather Mark is reminding the lector, 

who will be orally delivering the Gospel in some or several venues near to the time when this ‗abomination‘ 

would be or was already arising that they needed to help the audience understand the nature of what was 

happening when the temple in Jerusalem was being destroyed. Oral texts often include such reminders for the 

ones delivering the discourse in question.  

 



 

Part 3 (July 2, 2008) 

 

I have been posting a large variety of comments of response to this ongoing book review, some of which seem 

to have ignored that I am reviewing this book seriatim-- taking it Chapter by Chapter. It is the purpose of this 

review to give you a good critical analysis of how the book comes across, as one is in the process of reading it. 

 

But let me point out here one truly over-arching problem with the way this 'provocative' book is set up--- 

Claims made by the authors, especially in strident form in the text, cannot be taken back or adequately qualified 

in minute footnotes that few people are able and fewer are willing to read. In other words, the very format of 

this book is not only not reader friendly at all , it is unintentionally deceptive, and leaves all kinds of unqualified 

impressions if one sticks to the text. The point is this-- don't make categorical and strident claims in the text that 

then die the death of a thousand qualifications, most of them in tiny footnotes. This is just misleading. 

 

And one more thing to be clear about, before we get to the chapter on the Sermon. I am indeed a historian of 

early Christianity, including the period up to and including Constantine, as anyone who has read various of my 

works including NT History and the Living Word of God and the Gospel Code, will know. For example I and 

Dr. Warren Smith of Duke will be leading a doctoral seminar here the next two weeks on 'The Early Church 

Fathers and the Formation of the Canon". None, and I do mean, none of the books relied on in 'Pagan 

Christianity' are even on the reading list for this course. The sources relied on are either too outdated, or are not 

up to speed on the state of discussion of the subject matter. And I must say it is a total mystery to me why Barna 

and Viola would rely on Will Durant, who was anti-Christian in his analysis of early Christianity, and 

frequently very wrong, as he read early Christianity through the synthetic 'history of religions' sort of approach 

that one finds in the 'Zeitgeist' movie-- yikes! It is a mystery as why he comes in for regular use in this book. 

 

One more fact about me since some of the blog posts relative to this book asked--- I am also a historian and 

theologian of the English Reformation, having taught 18th-20th century Methodist history and theology for 

some 20 years, including at Duke. So when I say, this book is poorly researched when it comes to church 

history, I am not kidding, and I am in a position to know. It really is. It is actually a bit better when it comes the 

Biblical material. Having cleared the air on those subjects lets get down to the core of what the argument is in 

the chapter on the Sermon and on the Pastor.  

 

Let's start with the usual flamboyant claims that tend to be made in the text of this book, especially near the 

beginning of chapters--- 

―The stunning reality is that today‘s sermon has no root in Scripture. Rather it is borrowed from pagan culture, 

nursed and adopted into the Christian faith.‖ (p. 86). 

Then comes the qualifications--- 

 

The authors claim that the point here is not that there is not preaching in the Bible but that the modern sermon is 

miles apart from what we find in the Bible. The major differences enumerated are –today it‘s a regular 

occurrence, delivered by the same person, to a passive audience, in a cultivated form of speech. It is assumed or 

partially argued that none of this is true about real Biblical preaching or proclamation. In fact, they are for the 

most part wrong on all all four issues. 

To bolster this claim the authors point out that OT preaching by prophets was sporadic and extemporaneous and 

open to audience participation. Of course this ignores that what went on in the OT tabernacle and temple was 

highly scripted, did indeed involve recitation of pre-existing Words and instructions from God, and as the book 

Psalms makes clear there was music, liturgy, specific hymn tunes, and a choir director. Prophets in the OT are 
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seldom depicted as being involved in worship, never in in home group meetings, and regularly in the public-- 

including in the king's court. What is said about spontaneous utterances of prophets in such social settings is 

really of little or no relevance to the discussion of 'in church' Christian preaching, teaching, or prophesying 

because of the difference in function and social purpose and setting. 

 

The authors then concede that there was proclamation based on Biblical texts in the synagogue, but they argue 

‗anyone could deliver a message or preach if they wanted to‘ in the synagogue. So far as we can tell, this is in 

fact historically false. Firstly, only men were allowed to speak. Secondly only Jews or God-fearers would be 

allowed to speak. Thirdly, the elder or president of the synagogue, or sometimes the long standing members of 

the congregation would normally decide who could speak and invite them to do so (see for example Acts 13.42-

-- Paul was invited by the synagogue attendees to speak further on these matters at the next Sabbath service in 

Psidian Antioch). The point is, you had to be invited to speak, you couldn't just barge into the synagogue and do 

so as it had an order of worship. And let me say at this point that the historical evidence we have is clear enough 

that this pattern of worship was adopted and adapted by many early Christians, especially in the predominantly 

Jewish Christian congregations. But even in largely Gentile congregations we see the adopting of the Jewish 

'elder' office for Christian purposes as the Pastorals make clear. 

It was at p. 88 in the book where I was ready to pull all my hair out. Here, and in subsequent pages consuming 

much of the rest of this chapter the authors try to argue that 'rhetoric' was something pagan later imposed on 

Christian discourse and preaching, but that it is no part of what we find in the NT. This is entirely historically 

false. The speeches in Acts are in fact summaries of speeches, and they are in fact rhetorical masterpieces, 

crafted according to the rhetorical outline of how an effective and persuasive ancient speech should be delivered 

and carefully edited by Luke (see my Acts commentary).  

Furthermore, Paul‘s letters and Hebrews, and 1 Peter, and indeed most of the rest of the so-called epistolary 

literature in the NT are oral documents meant to be dramatically delivered out loud and they are indeed 

structured in good rhetorical form. There is nothing purely spontaneous about them, if by spontaneous one 

means lacking conformity to known pre-existing rhetorical patterns. I have demonstrated this at great lengths in 

my socio-rhetorical commentaries, but you need not take my word for it. You can consult hundreds of scholars 

from around the world who have done the in-depth analysis of what we find in the NT, and they have come to 

the same conclusion. I would commend to you the important work of Averil Cameron on Early Christian 

Rhetoric who demonstrates at length that during the entire period of the first five centuries of Christian history 

Christians who spoke in Greek or Latin used rhetoric and rhetorical structures to form their discourses, 

sermons, homilies, evangelistic messages and so on. This includes the NT writers. One more thing. The Church 

Fathers for whom Greek was still a living language were perfectly clear about the fact that Paul and the author 

of Hebrews and others were all using rhetorical patterns, forms, and devices. Read for example the superb work 

on John Chrysostom by Margaret Mitchell entitled The Heavenly Trumpet published by Westminister/J.Knox. 

The Greek Fathers not only knew Paul and Luke and others used rhetoric-- they molded their own preaching on 

the previous Christian examples found in the NT canon!  

The sermon is not an invention of Protestants over the course of the last five centuries. No one who has actually 

read the sermons of Chysostom or Ambrose or Augustine or a host of other Church Fathers could ever make a 

silly assertion like that. And furthermore, I would stress once more, the use of rhetoric already was in play in 

the Diaspora synagogues, which is one of the reasons why Paul's rhetoric was sometimes well received, at least 

initially in such synagogues. The writers of the NT are almost without exception Jews, not former pagans, and 

almost without exception they use not only the Greek language they had long since learned but the Greco-

Roman rhetoric that was a part of elementary education all over the Empire, including in Jerusalem! 

The burden of the chapter on preaching is that modern preaching harms the church by making a particular 

individual the center of attention, making the audience passive, and stifling the gifts and graces of a large 

majority of folks. Of course this can happen, but in fact my experience is quite the opposite. Good preaching 



and pastoring enables the gifts of the other members congregation, it does not disable them. Good preaching 

and teaching points away from the vehicle to the source-- God, of course. 

But the problem with the main thrust of this chapter is it is based on the unBiblical notion that anyone should be 

able to teach, preach, prophesy on a regular basis 'in church'. This is false--only some have the gift of teaching, 

preaching, or prophesying. If you bother to read the gift lists in 1 Cor. 12 or in Romans or in Ephesians, there 

are specific gifts parceled out by the Spirit to specific persons, not to everyone. Look for example at the form of 

the rhetorical questions at the end of 1 Cor. 12.29-30. The Greek is emphatic using the double negative--- 'not 

all are apostles are they?' [answer no] 'not all are prophets, are they?' [answer no] not all are teachers are they? 

[answer no]. And the reason for this is not because someone is stifling the priesthood of all believers (which, 

once more, has nothing to do with who are leaders and who can be teachers in the congregation). Its because 

only those gifted and graced by the Spirit and recognized by the church as having such gifts should be doing 

those things on any sort of regular basis. Period. James says with good reason that not many should desire to be, 

and presumably not many should engage in teaching, especially if they haven't been learning first!  

The very reason Paul silences the women in 1 Tim. 2.8-15 is because they need to be quiet and learn before they 

teach. When Paul says "I am not now permitting [these aforementioned high status well dressed] women to 

teach or to usurp authority over men" he is making very clear what ought to be happening in worship when it 

comes to the proclamation of God's Word. It is not intended to be a dialogue, and as Paul says ever so clearly in 

1 Cor. 14.33b-36-- if you have questions (in this case for the prophets), ask your husband at home.  

A Dialogue is not Biblical preaching. It never was, and it never will be. It is of course true that sermons were 

from time to time interrupted both in the synagogue, and elsewhere. But such things are seen as interruptions in 

the text, unplanned, unexpected, and often inappropriate outbursts, and as Paul says in 1 Cor. 14, no one should 

barge in and interrupt a prophet when he is speaking God's word. That's inappropriate. This is precisely why the 

wifes are to ask their questions at home. They are interrupting the prophesying part of that Corinthian worship 

service. 

The whole point of saying 'the spirit of a prophet is controlled by the prophet' is that there is no need to 

spontaneously speak what one thinks God has said to you. One can wait, even if there is a congregation with 

many prophets. 

On p. 100 we are told that 1 Cor. 14.26 and 31 say that teaching is supposed to come from everyone. First of all 

1 Cor. 14.26 is a descriptive statement, not an imperative or a mandate. Paul is saying that in chaotic Corinth, 

everyone was trying their hand at everything. Paul does not condone this, indeed he spends no little time in 1 

Cor. 12 telling them that the Spirit distributes different gifts to different person 'as the Spirit decides'. 

You cannot exegete 1 Cor. 14 in isolation from 1 Cor. 12 which is indeed prescriptive about who can and 

should do what. And this brings us to 1 Cor. 14.31. Paul is talking to the prophets of this particular 

congregation, not everybody. As the rhetorical questions at the end of 1 Cor. 12 make ever so clear, Paul doesn't 

think they all are, or should be prophets. In 1 Cor. 14.31 he says to those who are legitimate prophets, who can 

and ought to behave like genuine prophets that "you can all prophesy in turn..."  

It is not difficult to prove this does not mean absolutely everyone. You will remember that Paul said in 1 Cor 11 

that a woman could pray or prophesy (if she has the gift) if she had her head covered. Then in 1 Cor. 14 he tells 

some women they should simply be silent and listen to others prophesying and ask their questions at home. 

Which women would those be? Clearly not the same women referred to in 1 Cor. 11 whom Paul has endorsed 

as prophetesses. We could go on down this path but this is sufficient. 

Not all are called to teach or preach or prophesy. But it is true about prophets in particular that they may receive 

a late word from God, not pre-conceived, which they may feel led to share. This does not in any way suggest 

that all communication in a home church meeting like this should be spontaneous, because frankly prophesy is 



not the same thing as preaching or teaching, both of which normally require preparation and grounding in God's 

Word. The amalgamating of preaching and teaching and prophecy is a mistake, and not all of these gifts of 

speech are meant to be used 'spontaneously' or by just 'anyone'.  

And this brings us to an important point. I have no problems with mutual exhortations, family sharing, and the 

like. There is a time and place for everything, and I think home groups and Bible studies are excellent times for 

such things. The problem of course with home groups is that they do not fulfill the mandate of Jesus to his 

disciples be 'a city set on a hill, which cannot be hid.' He might as well have said 'a church hidden in a suburban 

home can't be found'. 

If you are meeting hidden in the suburbs in a home with no sign posting and no open invitation to one and all to 

come and join you, and no public evidence that corporate worship or a Christian meeting is happening there, 

you are not fulfilling the prime mandate to invite people into a public and personal relationship with God 

through coming into the living presence of God in worship in public. You just aren't. 

 

My point would simply be that what Viola and Barna are describing is a vital part of fellowship, and certainly 

not the focus of worship. Worship in the Biblical sense focuses on God and not mutual interchange and 

discussion. And since preaching is an essential part of worship, it too deliberately depends upon and fosters the 

environment of listening. Very different is a text like Col. 3.16 and it also provides no mandate for the 

'everyone should be able to do everything' philosophy.  

 

What the Greek of that Col. 31.6 sentence says is that in fact by singing we are in an indirect sense instructing 

one another and sharing wisdom with one another. This is a verse a Methodist is bound to love, but what it is 

not about is the gift of teaching in the normal sense, which Paul makes clear only some have. He is saying here 

that the music, and all those who share in it have a pedagogical function. This is a good thing to bear in mind 

since too often we see music as simply an affective thing, not cognitive. Notice as well the reference to 'psalmoi' 

here, which were part of the OT liturgy, being pre-set, pre-written songs that required knowing the tune, and 

indeed having a choir director according the book of Psalms itself. 

 

Heb. 10.24-25 says nothing about everyone being teachers or preachers or prophets in the congregation. It does 

say we should all encourage and spur one another on to maturity in Christ. That is of course true but irrelevant if 

the issue is 'who should regularly and normally teach, preach, prophesy in the church meeting'. Notice that Heb. 

13 reminds us that all such persons referred to in Heb. 10.24-25 need to be paying attention to, respecting, and 

listening to their leaders. 

 

In short, early Christian meetings were periodic in nature, hence the reference to the first day of the week in 

both 1 Cor. 16 and Rev. 1. Only some persons had the gift of teaching, preaching, or prophesying-- not 

everyone should try to do such things, because not all had such gifts. Thirdly, only prophecy, so far as we can 

tell, was normally and regularly something 'spontaneous', and preaching whether in the synagogue or in the 

church was not simply prophesy. It involved an exposition of pre-existing Words of God. 

 

It is interesting that we find both Paul and Peter using the exact same catena of OT Scriptures to preach about 

Christ as the stone of stumbling and the keystone. This cannot be an accident. It means that there were pre-set 

collections of texts used not only in the synagogue, but by Jewish Christians in synagogue and church settings 

as the taking off points for preaching. This was an early form of the lectionary. 

 

Fourthly, the NT is full of evidence of rhetorical skill and structure. There is nothing very spontaneous about the 



preaching summaries in Acts if by spontaneous one means 'not reflecting pre-existing rhetorical patterns and 

styles of argument'. This is simply false. Rhetoric is certainly not something that was imposed on Christian 

discourse out of paganism, and after the church had become largely Gentile. It was already used in the Diaspora 

synagogue and smart Jewish Christians who spoke Greek, like Paul and Peter continued to use it in those and 

other settings in the Roman world.  

 

In short, the chapter on the Sermon falls far short of making its case, and indeed has so many misstatements and 

errors of fact as well as interpretation, that even if we just use it as a conversation starter, it should come with 

warning. WARNING: THE CONTENTS IN THIS CHAPTER SEEM TO HAVE SETTLED INTO THE 

NOTES IN SHIPMENT. DON'T TAKE THE STATEMENTS IN THE TEXT AT FACE VALUE BECAUSE 

THEY WILL BE SEVERELY QUALIFIED LATER, USUALLY AT THE BOTTOM OF THE PAGE. 

  



Part 4 (July 3, 2008) 

It might seem axiomatic to most persons that having 'pastors' is a Biblical thing. I mean after all, we even have three 

letters in the NT called the Pastoral Epistles in which Paul gives instructions not only about Timothy or Titus doing 

pastoral ministry, but appointing others to do so as well. 

 

But the authors of Pagan Christianity, while admitting that pastors are mentioned once in Ephes. 4.11, think that the 

institutional church has blown this whole 'pastor' thing way out of proportion. Their particular concern is that they are 

unhappy with the 'pastor superstar' model of a single figure being the head honcho in a local church. 

 

Now I have to say, I also have a lot of problems with the cult of personality approach to leadership in the church. This 

has more to do with our own modern cultural preferences than anything Biblical. However, Barna and Viola are dead 

wrong in various of the things they say about 'pastors' in the Chapter found on pp. 105ff. in the 4th printing of this book, 

and so we need a little deconstruction of their deconstruction. First however I must share with you that I had forgotten 

that it was not Frank Viola who asked me to do this critique, it was several other 'pastors' (Frank, are you smiling-- I just 

called you a pastor). Frank kindly offered to send me copies of the relevant titles including Pagan Christianity. When you 

get 100 emails a day some days, its easy to forget who asked me to do what. But on to the issue at hand. 

 

Let's deal with a preliminary issue first, and a good deal of the underpinnings for what is said is based on the work of 

folks like Richard Hanson who want to make a hard and fast distinction between 'function' and 'office' when it comes to 

things like the role of a pastor, or an elder, or a deacon. This however is a false dichotomy. If someone is appointed to do 

a task regularly and repeatedly, they have both a function and an office. And here is the important point. Certain 

persons certainly were appointed to regularly do certain functions in earliest Christianity. That is what the Pastoral 

Epistles not merely imply but say, and Timothy and Titus are clear examples of this. Of course this goes strongly against 

the 'everyone gets to do anything they feel led to do since they are part of the priesthood of all believers' approach, but 

then, as I have said, the priesthood of all believers language has nothing whatsoever to do with deciding who gets to be 

teachers, prophets, elders etc. Those issues are determined by whom the Spirit gifts and graces for such tasks, and 

whom are recognized by the church to have such gifts and graces. 

 

If we are to starting talking about shepherding meaningfully then of course we need to start with the Good Shepherd 

Jesus, and his under-Shepherds, the 12, and particularly Peter. But Jesus when he talks about shepherding he is drawing 

on some of the material in the OT, for example, the critique of the bad shepherds in texts like Ezek. 34. There is good 

shepherding and bad shepherding, but in no case are all Christians called and gifted to do shepherding. This is why, for 

example, in two of Paul's gift lists he refers to the gift of kubernesis or steering, often translated administration. Not 

everyone has such a gift. This term comes from the nautical realm and refers to the job of the captain or helmsman who 

steers the boat. Where would a ship be if it had 12 helmsmen and none to tend the sails, pull up the anchor, cook the 

food etc. Similiarly when Paul talks about the various parts of the body as an anology with the body of Christ he makes 

perfectly clear that different parts of the body should and do have different functions. The hand cannot say to the foot, I 

have no need of you. 

 

Jesus, according to Mt. 16 founded his church on a leader named Peter. He was given the keys to the kingdom and the 

power of binding and losing. And lest we think that was only for during the ministry of Jesus we have the powerful scene 

in John 21, which somehow fails to come in for any real treatment in this book's discussion of pastors, which I find 

amazing. Jesus reccomissions Peter in particular to feed and tend his sheep. They are Jesus' sheep, but 

Peter is assigned the task of being the under-shepherd who oversees, watches out for, and feeds (presumably by the 

Word), but the younger and older Christians, both the lambs and the adult sheep. This task is not given to everyone, 

indeed in John 21, it is not even given to all the 12. AND THIS SCENE TRANSPIRES AFTER EASTER AS PART OF THE 
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COMMISSION FOR JESUS' LEADERS AFTER HE IS GONE. So let's go back and look at Ephes. 4.11 again, according to Barna 

and Viola. 

 

On p. 107 we are told that the term shepherd/pastor is a metaphor to describe a particular function in the church. It is 

not an office or title, they say. In fact it is a term referring to particular persons, not just functions-- hear again the verse 

"God gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, and some as pastors and teachers". The Greek allows the 

conclusion that pastor-teacher might be a hyphenated term here, but it could also refer to do different persons. But the 

crucial point is that the term 'some' means 'some persons'. Secondly, to deflect the normal interpretation of this verse 

Barna and Viola say--- "The word is used in the plural. It is pastors. This is significant. For whoever these 'pastors' are, 

they are plural in the church, not singular. Consequently there is no biblical support for the practice of sola pastora 

(single pastor)." (p. 107). This deserves a bit longer response as it is wrong in several ways. 

 

Firstly, Ephesians is a circular document written to multiple churches. It is not a situation specific letter like, say 1 

Corinthians, written to a particular congregation. Paul is not referring here to what is the case in a particular local 

church, he is saying that God has appointed apostles, prophets, and pastors and teachers to the church in general. Here 

the discussion is about the church of God as a whole and what is true of the church as a whole (notice the other 

universal aspects of the discussion in Ephes. 4-- one Lord, one faith one baptism etc.). So it is absolutely not warranted 

either by the Greek of this verse or its large literary context to say "there is no biblical support for a single pastor in a 

church". This is false. And thank goodness it is false or else various small congregations would have no pastors at all. If 

we go on and study not only the Pauline gift lists, which again remind us that different gifts are given to different people, 

and then go on to the Pastoral Epistles where there is indeed a discussion, as there is in the Petrine epistles, about 

shepherding, church managing and adminsters, it should be noted that it is particular persons who are said to do this. 

Not just anyone. So while of course it is true that a congregation may well have more than one pastor, nothing in the NT 

suggests they need to do so, or that a church would be defective if it only had one. This is simply false. It is true enough 

that the terms shepherd, overseer/bishop elder could sometimes be used interchangeably, but it is interesting that only 

some elders are also singled out to be overseers in the Pastorals (see my Letters and Homilies of Hellenized Christians 

Vol 1, on the Pastorals). The terms apparently were not simply synonyms, and what is especially clear is that they were 

not simply describing roles or functions just anyone could assume. 

 

But lets talk for a moment about the issue of paid ministers. Should ministers be paid, or let's be more specific, do they 

have a right to be paid, while of course also having the right to refuse a salary or support? Well actually the NT is clear 

on this-- the answer is YES. Let's deal the principle first, and then we will deal with passages thought to dispute this 

notion. The basic principle, first enunciated by Jesus himself, and then reiterated by Paul and others is that "a workman 

is worthy of his hire". Let us start with Mt. 10.10 and par. Here Jesus is commissioning the 12, the leaders in training 

amongst his followers, to go out 2 by 2, and he quite specifically tells them not to take this or that money with them. 

Why? Because he expects them to rely on the system of standing hospitality and let others provide for them. This is why 

he says "a workman is worthy of his hire/keep" and also why he tells them NOT to take any copper or gold or silver in a 

money bag with them. They should not expect to pay their own way. They are those commissioned to spread the 

kingdom, and they deserve to be paid for their work. Where then does the idea of 'no-pay' ministers, or faith based 

missions where you pay your own way come from? It comes from a rather bad misinterpretation of 1 Cor. 9 and 2 Cor. 

11, which texts we need now to consider. 

 

As usual, social context is crucial to understand these texts. But even if we knew nothing about the patronage and 

clientage system in operation in Corinth and its connection for why Paul particularly chose in Corinth to offer the Gospel 

free of charge without receiving patronage or fees for speaking, 1 Cor. 9.14 is Paul's reiteration of the principle of Jesus 

first enunciated in Mt. 10.10. Here is Paul's way of putting it "the Lord has commanded that those who preach the 



Gospel should receive their living from the Gospel, but I have not used any of these rights.." 

In fact throughout this passage Paul insists he has a right to such support, a right to be paid, a right to be supported and 

taken care of. But voluntarily he has chosen not to take advantage of that right. Why? You have to understand the whole 

social situation, and its difference from our own. 

 

In first century Corinth, there would have been orators, rhetoricians, sophists, teachers for hire. Some were itinerant 

and would come to an agora, set out their money bag, speak or sing for a while, and then ask for money. Others, more 

sophisticated would engage in a longer term relationship with a patron. Paul did not do the former for the very good 

reason that he wanted to do church planting and stay a while. He wanted to establish relationships with those he was 

evangelizing. He did not want to appear to be a snake oil salesman huckstering some message he was not prepared to 

defend and explain over the long haul. On the other end of the spectrum he wanted to avoid the entangling alliances 

that were set up when you accepted patronage. So in Corinth he chose to support himself by tent-making, though he 

makes perfectly clear in 1 Cor. 9 that if he had wanted to, he had a right to be paid for his ministerial work. This chapter 

should be compared to what is said in 2 Cor. 11.7ff. Notice that he calls it 'lowering himself' making a sacrifice, when he 

chose to preach in Corinth fee-free. But the next verse is crucial--- "I robbed other churches by receiving support from 

them so as to serve you. And when I was with you and needed something...the brothers and sisters from Macedonia 

supplied what I needed." 

 

Now what was the difference between Paul's relationship with the Corinthian church, and the Philippian one-- much in 

every way. Paul had a relationship of 'giving and receiving' as he says clearly in Philippians, with that church in 

Macedonia. He did not have such a relationship with the Corinthian church. Why not? Because the Corinthian Christians 

were immature, and those who could have supported Paul wanted him to become their client on an ongoing basis. But 

this would have obligated him in ways that would limit his travel. It is interesting that in Rom. 16 Paul tells us about 

Phoebe from the nearby church in Cenchreae. She did become his prostatis at least for a time, but she must have 

understood that Paul was being remunerated in this way, not obligated to an ongoing future service to the patron. In 

short, if you don't understand the lingo and the cultural practices, you are not going to understand what Paul says about 

paid ministers. There was also a further technical phrase we find in several places in the NT, including Romans and the 

Johannine Epistles "sending me on my way" or "sending him on his way". This refers to providing traveling money and 

supplies to get to the next destination. Paul says he was hoping the Roman church would provide this so he could go on 

to Spain. Let's look at one more important Pauline text--- Gal. 6.6--- "those who receive instructions in the Word should 

share all good things with their instructor." Here is a reference of course to a teacher, and the obligation of the 

congregation to provide for the instructor. The English phrase 'all good things' is really too general. What is meant here 

is monetary support PLUS providing room, board, etc (see my Galatians commentary Grace in Galatia on this important 

verse). Indeed, Paul believed a workman is worthy of his hire, just as Jesus said. So let us draw some conclusions: 

 

1) is the role of pastor supported by the NT and important--- Survey says yes. 

2) are specific persons supposed to exercise this function, those whom God has called and equipped to do it-- yes. And 

while we are at it, if you read Ephes. 4.11 in the Greek it says that it is the role of the pastor-teacher to equip the other 

saints who are not pastors and teachers for doing various forms of ministry. Teaching is a specific function and role in 

the church played by specific persons who are gifted called, and (gasp) even trained to do it. Paul is talking about that 

sort of training for other kinds of ministries in Ephes. 4.11-12. 

3) Is it o.k. for a church to have one pastor--- of course it is, and some could hardly do other wise. 

 

4) should a church expect to pay their ministers? YES THEY SHOULD. Paul calls it a right, not merely option. Of course the 

pastor or pastors may choose to forgo their salary. That's fine, but that is their choice, not one that should be made for 

them by the church on the basis of some pseudo-Biblical notions. 



 

5) Is the exegesis of texts like Ephes, 4.11 by Barna and Viola in this chapter a viable option-- no I am afraid not. It is not 

what the text says or means, when taken in its various proper contexts social, literary, historical etc. So remember--- 

here is my principle for today--- 

 

A text without a context is just a pretext for whatever you want it to mean. There is no substitute for good contextual in 

depth exegesis. And to do that well without errors and anachronism requires: 1) a knowledge of Greek; 2) a knowledge 

of the first century social world and its culture (e.g. partronage), 3) a knowledge of how leadership worked in the 

ministry of Jesus, in the synagogue, amongst the apostles, in the local church, and elsewhere. In conclusion it is simply 

historically false to suggest that when we hear about elders, deacons, overseers, apostles prophets teachers, pastors we 

are only talking about functions most anyone could take on. No, we are talking about roles played by specific persons 

with specific gifts and graces. And dats all I got to say 'bout dat. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Postlude (July 8, 2008) 

One of the more disturbing problems with the sort of arguments found in 'Pagan Christianity' is the lack of 

understanding of early Christian history, and the relationship of continuity between earliest Christian 

communities and the communities one finds at the turn of the NT era and at the beginning of the second century 

when there was still much Jewish Christian influence and character in these communities. Those who want to 

actually study the influence of the synagogue on early Christian meetings in homes for worship and fellowship 

should carefully work through James Burtchaell's important monograph From Synagogue to Church. Public 

Services and Offices in the Earliest Christian Communities (Cambridge U. Press, 1992). When one examines a 

text like the Didache, which comes either from late first or early second century Jewish Christian contexts, what 

is so very interesting about this text, is not only its Jewishness and its use of the Gospel of Matthew's form of 

Jesus' teaching, but its highly developed sacramental theology of both baptism and the Lord's Supper, a 

sacramentalism that has nothing to do with pagan rituals, ceremonies or theologies at all. 

 

Here for example is translation of Ivan Lewis of Didache Chapter 10 which comments on the prayer said after 

the Eucharist, If you read Didache 9 first you will see that clearly the context is a discussion about the Lord's 

Supper.  

CHAPTER 10 

PRAYER AFTER COMMUNION 

1) After the meal, give thanks in this manner: 

2) We offer thanks, Holy Father, 

For Your Holy Name which fills our hearts, 

And for the knowledge, faith and eternal life, 

You made known to us through Your Servant; 

Yours is the glory forever. 

3) Almighty Master, You created all things for Your own purpose; 

You gave men food and drink to enjoy, 

That they might give You thanks; 

But to us You freely give spiritual food and drink, 

And eternal life through Your Servant. 

4) Foremost, we thank You because You are mighty; 

Yours is the glory forever. 

5) Remember Your Body of Servants, 

To deliver it from everything evil 

And perfect it according to Your love, 

And gather it from the four winds, 

Sanctified for Your kingdom which You have prepared for it; 

For the power and glory are Yours forever. 

6) Let Your grace come, 

And let this world pass away. 

Hosanna to the God of David! 

May all who are holy, come; 

Let those who are not, repent. 

Maranatha. Amen. 

7)But permit the prophets to make Thanksgiving/Eucharist as they wish. 

------------------ 

Notice please the reference to the communion providing spiritual food and drink unto everlasting life. The 

Greek is even clearer than the English. 
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And just for the sake of comparison let us consider a text from an outsider--- Pliny the Roman Governor of 

Bithynia in A.D. 112-113. Here is what he had observed about early Christian meetings. Pliny has been busy 

trying to get Christians to worship the image of the Emperor, which most are very unwilling to do. When he 

inquired of them what their worship practices were, here is the answer he received: 

 

"However, they [the Christians he interviewed from Bithynia] assured me that the main of their fault, or of their 

mistake was this:-That they were of the habit, on a certain fixed day, to meet together before it was light, and to 

sing a hymn to Christ, as to a god, alternately; and to oblige themselves by an oath, not to do anything that was 

ill: but that they would commit no theft, or pilfering, or adultery; that they would not break their promises, or 

deny what was deposited with them, when it was required back again; after which it was their custom to depart, 

and to meet again at a common but innocent meal, which they had left off upon that edict which I published at 

your command, and wherein I had forbidden any such conventicles. These examinations made me think it 

necessary to inquire by torments what the truth was; which I did of two servant maids, who were called 

Deaconesses: but still I discovered no more than that they were addicted to a bad and to an extravagant 

superstition. " 

 

Several things are of note about this revealing passage: 1) the context suggests that the meeting at dawn was on 

the same exact day each week; 2) it was a morning meeting; 3) the singing of a hymn to Christ as a god was 

most certainly seen as part of an act of worship, which Pliny countered by trying to get them to worship the 

image of the Emperor; 4) there would be ethical exhortation and promises made of virtuous behavior; 5) notice 

the part in italics above about how after the worship time they would depart and meet again to share a common 

meal. It is this latter part that is said to have been abandoned upon the edict of Pliny because it was an indoor 

meeting that suggested something of a conventicle or secret society was being set up; 6) note the reference to 

deaconesses involve presumably in both the worship of the set day and the common meal at different local. 

Perhaps they were tasked with the serving of the meal, since diakonia in its root meaning is 'to wait on tables'. 

 

Now it is precisely this sort of early evidence that needs to be used to help provide context for the proper 

reading of the NT evidence about meetings in homes and their character and praxis. When one does this, it is 

interesting to see that in the latter text the common meal is separated from the worship at sunrise, and the 

former is what is seen as more pernicious or threatening to the Empire. 

  



Howard Snyder’s Review of P.C. posted on Ben’s Blog 

Howard Snyder's Review of 'Pagan Christianity'  

What follows in this post is the verbatim of the full text of Howard Snyder's review of 'Pagan Christianity' which 

appeared this spring in the Revitalization magazine (Vol. 15 No. 1 Spring 2008) edited by Asbury's Prof. Stephen 

O'Malley. Howard gave me his permission to reprint it here. What it demonstrates, in my view, is that Howard thinks 

'Pagan Christianity' has some good critiques of the failures of Institutional Churches, but thinks that the way forward is 

through revitalization movements, NOT the model suggested in Viola and Barna's work. He is also clear enough that the 

reading of early church history in 'Pagan Christianity' is flawed in various ways, as is its naive understanding of what the 

NT has to say about Christian community, its structure and its leadership. 

--------------------- 

 

What‟s the Fuss about “Pagan Christianity”? 

Frank Viola‘s 2002 book Pagan Christianity: Exploring 

the Roots of Church Practices has kicked up some 

fuss since it was revised with the help of George Barna 

and recently released under the Barna/Tyndale imprint. 

This is a ground-clearing book. Many Christians 

will be surprised—maybe shocked—to learn how much 

contemporary ―Christian‖ practice has no biblical basis whatsoever. 

The question is: So what? Is such development merely the appropriate 

fruit of gradual adaptation to changing circumstances? Or 

is today‘s church guilty of the charge Jesus leveled against the Pharisees: 

―You nullify the word of God by your traditions‖ (Mt. 15:6)? 

Legitimate adaptation and contextualization, or betrayal? 

 

Viola (and now apparently Barna) believe the answer is ―betrayal.‖ 

They celebrate those who have ―left institutional Christianity‖ 

and have begun meeting in unstructured house churches—seen 

here as the only legitimate form of the church. 



The authors summarize: ―The DNA of the church produces certain 

identifiable features. Some of them are: the experience of authentic 

community, a familial love and devotion of its members one 

to another, the centrality of Jesus Christ, the native instinct to gather 

together without ritual, every-member functioning, the innate desire 

to form deep-seated relationships that are centered on Christ, and 

the internal drive for open-participatory gatherings. We believe that 

any church that obstructs these innate characteristics is unsound, and 

therefore, unbiblical‖ (p. 263). 

 

One can hardly argue with that, except 

for the idea that it is possible for groups to meet ―without ritual.‖ 

I have considerable sympathy with the book‘s argument. Contemporary 

Christians, in my view, are not self-critical enough of 

the ways they do church—whether liturgical Protestants, revivalist 

evangelicals, Pentecostals, Charismatics, seeker-sensitive congregations, 

or ―emerging‖ churches (not to mention the Roman 

Catholic and Orthodox traditions). Most of us do not pay enough 

attention to what the Bible plainly teaches about the nature and 

practice of the church as Body of Christ. So I wish church leaders 

everywhere would calmly read and reflect on this book. 

But that is not the end of the story. In the background here is a 

deeper question: How do we view changes in church practice over 

time? 

Legitimate development, or betrayal and maybe even apostasy? 



This debate has a long history, tracing back at least to Peter‘s 

God-prompted decision to have dinner at Cornelius‘ house. In the 

Middle Ages people were anathematized, imprisoned, denounced, or 

burned at the stake depending on how they answered the question. 

Here also the issue of revitalization comes in. The logic behind 

the Center for the Study of World Christian Revitalization 

Movements holds that genuine renewal is not an either/or issue. 

 

Three Approaches to Church History 

Traditionally, the church‘s development through history has 

been seen in one of two ways: The ―traditional orthodox‖ approach 

or the ―secret history of the faithful remnant‖ theory. 

The Traditional View. The most generally accepted view—the 

traditional orthodox interpretation—is that God has guided the 

church through history, protecting it from heresy and apostasy, assisting 

it to adapt to changing circumstances. The development of 

clergy, liturgy, church buildings, and all the rest were the ways in 

which the church successfully adjusted as it grew and got more 

complex, and the way it extended its influence. 

Constantinianism—the development of the church after the 

conversion of the Emperor Constantine—is the key test case. In the 

traditional orthodox view (celebrated first by Eusebius in his Ecclesiastical 

History), the success of the church under Constantine was 

the great triumph of the church. God‘s hand was in it all. 

In this view, it is foolish to expect the church today to look like 



the New Testament church (which was essentially a network of 

house churches with highly flexible leadership patterns). The New 

Testament church was the church in embryo; the little seedling that 

has now wonderfully put forth branches into all the world. 

The Secret History of the Faithful Remnant. The other view, unsurprisingly, 

is just the opposite. God has been working down 

through history through a mostly hidden underground church. The 

―institutional church‖ is corrupt and largely apostate. But God has an 

unbroken succession of the true church that has appeared from time 

to time in groups that the official church viewed as heretical or extreme. 

This true church has surfaced periodically under names like 

Montanists, Priscillians, Anabaptists, Waldensians, and so forth— 

and in networks of house churches today. 

This view has been advocated by various people—notably the 

German Pietist Gottfried Arnold (1666-1714), and today people like 

Gene Edwards. Pagan Christianity seems to assume this theory. 

In this view, Constantinianism was a great tragedy—the fall of 

the church. The only route to fidelity is a return to the New Testament 

pattern, some form of restoration to the original model. 

The choice here is rather clear-cut. But there is a third way, a 

mediating position that can be supported biblically, historically, 

theologically, and sociologically. 

 

The Renewal Movement View. This view recognizes the truth in 

both the traditional view and the counter-view. Yes, God has been 



working through the ―institutional church‖ down through history, despite 

its problems. Yes, the church has often been unfaithful, corrupt, 

and, in certain times and places, apostate. And yes, God has often 

worked through marginal groups—even sometimes rather extreme 

groups, like the ―Montanists‖ — to enliven a ―faithful remnant.‖ And 

yes, many of these groups were not really heretical doctrinally, yet 

were shamefully persecuted and often driven underground. 

The renewal-movement view holds that, despite the church‘s 

frequent unfaithfulness, God has continued to work through ―institutional‖ 

Christianity. It also observes that underground ―remnant‖ 

churches can themselves become corrupt, or dysfunctional (I‘ve 

known some), or moribund, needing renewal. 

Those of us in the Wesleyan tradition note John Wesley‘s insights 

here. Wesley was outspoken in his denunciation of the failures 

of the Anglican Church in his day. Yet he did not abandon it. 

His views on the church, drawn largely from the New Testament, 

church history, and contemporary groups such as the Moravians, 

had much in common with the ―secret history‖ view. 

But Wesley felt it was possible (and substantially proved it) to 

create a ―faithful remnant‖ movement within the larger ―institutional‖ 

church. This was British Methodism during Wesley‘s lifetime. 

In this view, God has worked throughout history to bring new 

life to the church through a series of movements. This dynamic is foreshadowed 

already in the Bible, especially in Israel‘s history. It can be 

documented over the centuries of the church. God has never given up 



on the church—even the ―institutional church.‖ Neither should we. 

Yet in particular times and places the church may become so unfaithful 

that it falls under God‘s judgment and may even disappear entirely. 

 

Rethinking “Pagan Christianity” 

We who find the renewal movement view convincing thus 

have a mixed reaction to Pagan Christianity. Though a valuable 

contribution, it is neither the last word nor the whole story. 

Some specific criticisms: The book speaks of ―transformation,‖ 

but exactly what that means is mostly undefined. The authors 

paint with too broad a brush in speaking of ―contemporary Christianity‖ 

and the ―institutional church.‖ Many ―traditional‖ churches 

do demonstrate genuine discipleship, community, and deep spirituality, 

whatever their imperfections. The book holds that local 

churches should be ―autonomous,‖ despite what the Bible teaches 

about translocal networkings of the Body of Christ. And it largely 

ignores the contribution of Roman Catholic orders, an ―institutional‖ 

form that in many notable instances faithfully embodied 

genuine Christianity for centuries. 

 

Two other issues are more fundamental: First, the book‘s basic 

syllogism is fallacious. It holds that because much church practice is 

pagan in origin, therefore such practices should be jettisoned. Viola 

writes, ―Should we follow a model of church that is rooted in New 

Testament principle and example, or should we follow one that finds 



its origins in pagan traditions? That is the ultimate question‖ (p. 264). 

But the options are not that simple, and the ―model‖ advocated is not 

as unambiguously New Testament as the authors believe. 

Second, the authors do not really deal with the key issue of 

contextualization. Yes, the New Testament vision of the church 

should be normative. But what does that really mean in very diverse 

cultural contexts? When it is appropriate to adapt cultural traditions, 

even ―pagan‖ ones, and use them for kingdom purposes? 

Still, the cumulative weight of Pagan Christianity is impressive. 

Christians today who want to see the church be faithful to the 

gospel of the kingdom should ask themselves: Which of our current 

traditions are consistent with Scripture and help us to be faithful 

communities of the kingdom? And which really nullify God‘s 

Word? If churches confront that question prayerfully while seriously 

examining Scripture, many things may change. 

–– Howard A. Snyder 

 


