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ARTICLE

Celebrating the Baptism of Jesus: A
Chronological Case for AD 27

Jonatas Leal

Introduction

chronologically. While His birth divides the Western

calendar into before and after Christ (BC and AD),
His death and resurrection mark a new chapter not only
for human redemptive history, but also for all creation.
Surprisingly, however, the date for His baptism is often
neglected in this discussion and yet we have some strong
historical evidence for it.' Despite the challenges involved
in studying ancient chronology, there is convincing
biblical, historical, and archeological evidence for
establishing solid dates for the major events related to His
life.

Jesus is the center of history, both theologically and

This article deals specifically with the date of Jesus’
baptism. Its objective is to explore the available biblical
and historical evidence to pinpoint the precise year of
this event. Although this evidence is scattered throughout
various scholarly works, this paper aims to gather it into
a single, cohesive framework while accounting for the
broader chronological context. In the end, it will become
clear that the year AD 27 is the most solid option when
all available evidence is considered.

The discussion is divided into three parts: First, a
brief section clarifying essential chronological concepts
will prepare the reader for the analysis that follows.
Second, the direct evidence that determines the date of
Jesus’ baptism is explored. Finally, the paper demonstrates
how the date of Jesus’ birth and the prophecy of the
seventy weeks corroborates the conclusion that AD 2027
is the two-thousandth anniversary of Jesus’ baptism.

Ancient Chronology: The Issues

The lack of consensus regarding the exact
chronology of Jesus’ life—or many other ancient events—
is due to several factors. Neither the Old nor the New
Testament utilizes a calendar dating system tied to a
continuous chronological era. Furthermore, ancient
peoples used their own calendar systems, which were
based on the sun, the moon, or a combination of both.?
For example, Egyptian and Roman calendars were solar,
consisting of a fixed period of 365 days. To minimize
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the discrepancy between the Julian calendar and the
tropical year—which lasts exactly 365.2422 days—the
Romans added one day every four years. Even so, as
centuries passed, the Julian calendar accumulated a lag
that reached ten days by 1582. This led to the Gregorian
reform, which established the leap-year system still used
in the West today.

The Christian era system was created in AD 525
by the monk Dionysius Exiguus. The birth of Jesus
divides the calendar, with preceding years counted
backward as Before Christ (BC) and subsequent years
counted as Anno Domini (AD). In this system, there is
no “year zero,” as 1 BC is followed directly by AD 1—a
gap that creates a one-year shift in calculations spanning
both eras.

It is precisely at this point that the apparent
discrepancy arises between the date of Jesus’ baptism in
AD 27 and His age of about thirty at that time. Dionysius
ended up designating the first year of his Easter table as
532 years since the Incarnation. This placed the birth
of Christ in the year 753 Ab Urbe Condita (from the
founding of Rome), which was the standard method of
reckoning time in the Roman Empire. This occurred
because Dionysius lacked the historical data available
today that allows us to establish Christ’s birth around 4
BC with reasonable certainty.?

By contrast, the Hebrew calendar was lunisolar.
Months lasted twenty-nine or thirty days, and the
beginning of each month was determined by the visibility
of the new crescent moon. To correct the roughly eleven-
day difference relative to the tropical year, an intercalary
month was added every two or three years. This addition
was governed by the ripening of barley, which was
required for the wave-sheaf offering during the Feast
of Firstfruits in the middle of the first religious month,
called Abib (between March and April in our modern
calendar). If the barley was not yet ripe during the final
month of the year, a thirteenth month was inserted. The
regularity of the seasons in the Near East during biblical
times was so consistent that, over an eleven-year cycle,
the Hebrew calendar returned precisely to its original
starting point, synchronizing accurately with the tropical
year.*
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Another important aspect to consider when
studying biblical chronology is the lack of standardization
in reckoning the regnal years of ancient rulers. There
were three primary methods for calculating these
years: the factual method, which accounted for exact
dates including days and months (common among the
Romans); the accession-year system (non-inclusive), in
which the partial year of ascending the throne was not
counted in the official reign length; and the non-accession
year system (inclusive), which counted that partial first
year as a full year. Because of these distinct approaches,
the date assigned to the same historical event could vary
by up to a year on the calendar.’

Despite these challenges, Adventist scholars have
drawn on biblical, historical, and recent astronomical data
to overcome the ambiguities discussed here, confidently
proposing a coherent chronology of Jesus’ life.

Dating the Baptism of Jesus

Accounting for these chronological variables helps
to examine the timeline of Jesus’ baptism more accurately.
Most debates regarding the precise date of this event stem
from variations in interpreting these factors. Nevertheless,
two major historical benchmarks offer vital anchors for
clarifying the timeline: the commencement of John the
Baptist’s ministry and the ongoing reconstruction of the
temple under Herod the Great.

The Beginning of John the Baptist’s Ministry

The commencement of John the Baptist’s ministry
marks a significant milestone in the New Testament
and has direct implications for the timeline of Jesus’ life.
Following the narrative sequence in the Gospels (Matt
3:1-12; Mark 1:1-8; John 1:19-28), it is evident that Jesus
began His own ministry shortly after Johns, although the
exact interval is not stated.

Jesus’ Age at His Baptism

According to Luke, Jesus was “about” (hosei) thirty
years old when He began His ministry (Luke 3:23). The
term used for approximation reflects the cultural context
of the time, where establishing general timeframes
was often prioritized over precise dates. Nonetheless,
the use of hosei in other biblical accounts suggests that
authors sometimes also intended a degree of specificity.
For example, both approximation and precise language
are used interchangeably to describe the same event in
Matthew 27:46 (“about [hései] the ninth hour”) and Mark
15:34 (“at the ninth hour”). Similarly, in Acts, Luke notes
that the angel appeared to Cornelius in vision “about
[hosei] the ninth hour of the day” (Acts 10:3). Later in the
same chapter, Luke quotes Cornelius’ words, “at the ninth
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hour I prayed in my house” This might indicate that the
historical reference in Luke 3:23 can be quite precise.

Another clue for determining Jesus’ age at the
beginning of His ministry can be found in Jewish
tradition. During New Testament times, Jewish religious
leaders typically commenced their activities at around
thirty years of age.® This aligns well with the chronology
presented in the Gospels. If this is accurate, we can infer
an interval of roughly six months between the start of
John the Baptist’s ministry and that of Jesus, reflecting
their age difference. We can infer the age of John at the
beginning of his ministry only based on Jesus’ age at His
baptism because we know John was six months older
than Jesus (cf. Luke 1:24, 26).

Hence, it is likely that Jesus began His ministry—
or was baptized—within the same year that John the
Baptist initiated his, though Jesus’ baptism may have
occurred just a few months after Johns preaching
began. The chronological details in Luke 3:1, therefore,
are crucial for dating Jesus’ baptism. It is reasonable to
assert that Luke 3:1-2 contains the most concentrated
and detailed chronological information in the Gospels,
including the only New Testament reference to a specific
year: the fifteenth year of Tiberius. In this verse, Luke
references five political rulers alongside two religious
leaders, offering valuable details that provide seven
chronological markers to help establish the timeframe
for the commencement of John the Baptists ministry.
Pilate served as prefect of Judea from AD 26 to 36/37, 7
while Herod Antipas was removed from power in AD
39.¢ Philip passed away in AD 36, and Lysanias, who
was tetrarch in Abilene, remains undatable.” Although
Annas served as high priest from AD 6 to 15, his
influence continued to be significant during the tenure
of his son-in-law Caiaphas, who held the position from
AD 18 to 36/37." This enduring influence is why Annas
is mentioned alongside Caiaphas in the Gospels of Luke
and John, as well as in the book of Acts (John 18:13, 24;
Acts 4:6).

The mention of these rulers provides a date range
for the beginning of John the Baptists ministry and
the baptism of Jesus. Considering the overlap of their
respective reigns, John must have begun his ministry
between AD 26 and AD 39. However, the subsequent
detail provided by Luke allows us to pinpoint this event
with greater precision, which brings us to the next point
of consideration: the fifteenth year of Tiberius.

The Fifteenth Year of Tiberius

There are at least two key reasons to emphasize
Luke’s mention of the fifteenth year of Tiberius. First, it
stands as the only reference to a specific year in the New
Testament. Second, while it serves to date the baptism
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of Jesus, it also marks a point of significant debate that
warrants careful consideration.

There is a consensus that Tiberius ruled Rome
as its sole emperor from Monday, September 17, AD
14, until his death on March 16, AD 37, at the age of
seventy-seven.” While some hastily conclude that Jesus’
baptism should be dated to AD 29 (fifteen years after AD
14), several factors need to be considered regarding the
precise dating of the fifteenth year of Tiberius’ reign.

The dating hinges on four key aspects: whether
Tiberius’ co-regency with Augustus should be included,
which calendar Luke had in mind (Jewish, Syro-
Macedonian, Egyptian, or Roman/Julian), whether he
was using a spring-to-spring or fall-to-fall calendar
system, and what system for calculating regnal years was
employed (accession or non-accession year). Jack Finegan
notes that these variations lead to sixteen possible
interpretations.” There is not enough space here to
address each possibility in detail, but some observations
are worth noting.

Perhaps the most crucial aspect to consider is the
perspective from which Luke was writing. If we assume
that he was writing to a Roman official, some suggest
he was using the Roman method for counting years of
rulership. However, Theophilus’ ethnic identity—be it
Roman, Greek, or even Jewish—cannot be determined
based on the available evidence. His name is Greek, yet
Luke reserves the honorific title “the most excellent” for
Roman governors like Felix and Festus. At any rate, it
seems likely that Theophilus was a member of the Greco-
Roman elite, perhaps a Roman officer.

Despite the ambiguity surrounding Theophilus’
ethnicity, it is clear that Luke was writing from a Jewish
perspective. This holds true whether Luke was a Jew
or a Gentile who converted to Judaism. According to
Huffman, Luke’s presentation of Jesus as the Messiah
is the most Jewish among the New Testament writings.
Additionally, Luke prefers the term laos (people)—which
is a Jewish way of referring to God’s people—over ekklesia
when discussing the church. Furthermore, Luke employs
a biblical Greek style that reflects the Septuagint.** It is also
worth mentioning that Luke himself admits to relying
on Jewish eyewitnesses to compose his gospel, making
it obvious that a Jewish perspective would be pervasive
even when addressing a primarily non-Jewish audience.

If Luke is accounting for the years of rulers from
a Jewish perspective, it would be reasonable for him to
count the first year of Tiberius “from [AD 13] Tishri I,
with his second year commencing on the first New Year’s
Day of his reign, which is Tishri 1 in A.D. 14”*—utilizing
the civil Hebrew calendar from Tishri to Tishri based
on the non-accession year.® This way, if Luke used the
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standard Jewish calendar to calculate dates, the fifteenth
year of Tiberius spanned from fall AD 27 to fall AD 28.

Another way to approach this chronological
conundrum is to count Tiberius’ ruling year from his
joint rule with Augustus. The historian Tacitus describes
Tiberius Nero as collega imperii, or “colleague in
the empire””

Although the use of co-regency to calculate regnal
years is not attested in Roman historiography,”* the
practice of counting co-regency for regnal years is widely
attested in the Jewish tradition. Edwin Thiele outlines
several instances of overlapping or split reigns across
the Hebrew monarchies, each triggered by a distinct
political or physical emergency: Omri and Tibni (1 Kgs
16:21-22), Jehoash and Jeroboam II (2 Kgs 14:8-13),
Menahem and Pekah (Hos 5:5), Asa and Jehoshaphat
(1 Kgs 15:23; 2 Chron 16:12), Jehoshaphat and Jehoram
(1 Kgs 22:4), Amaziah and Azariah (Uzziah) (2 Kgs
14:8-13), Azariah and Jotham (2 Kgs 15:5), and Hezekiah
and Manasseh (2 Kgs 20:1-6). Thiele also shows that
Hebrew historiographers consistently followed the
convention called dual dating, in which the total length
of a reign includes the king’s year as co-regent plus his
years of sole rule, while the synchronism given for his
“accession” actually marks the end of the co-regency, not
its beginning.”

Henderson Velten and Juarez de Oliveira favor
starting the count of Tiberius’ fifteenth year from his
co-regency with Augustus, beginning in AD 12. Among
the various methods of determining Tiberius® fifteenth
year, they find three that align perfectly with the baptism
of Jesus in AD 27.

1. Direct counting of the years of Tiberius
reign, starting from the beginning of his
co-regency with Augustus; 2. Counting the
years of Tiberius’ reign, starting from the
beginning of his co-regency, using the Julian
calendar and including the accession year. 3.
Counting the years of Tiberius™ reign, starting
from the beginning of his co-regency, using the
Syro-Macedonian calendar and excluding the
accession year.?

They acknowledge that counting the years of
Tiberius’ rule from his co-regency using either the Julian
calendar or the Jewish religious calendar (spring-to-
spring) with a non-accession year system also does not
alter the date of Jesus’ baptism in AD 27.2

Whether reckoning Tiberius™ fifteenth year from
his co-regency starting in AD 12 (supported by Jewish
historiographical traditions of dual dating) or using a civil
Tishri-to-Tishri non-accession calendar from his sole
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reign in AD 14, the resulting timeframe spans from fall
AD 27 to fall AD 28. When aligned with the overlapping
dates of the historical rulers in Luke 3:1-2, John the
Baptist commencing his ministry in the spring of AD 27,
and the roughly six-month interval between John and
Jesus’ ministries based on their age difference, we can
confidently conclude that Jesus was baptized in the fall of
AD 27. This chronological scenario is confirmed by the
timeframe of the Herodian Temple’s reconstruction.

The Reconstruction of the Temple by Herod the Great

In John 2:20, the Jews responded to Jesus’ bold
claim that He could raise “this temple” in three days
by questioning, “It has taken forty-six years to build
this temple, and will You raise it up in three days?”
(NKJV). John clarifies that Jesus was not referring to the
Herodian Temple but to His own body (John 2:21). While
this statement is not intended as a historical account
of chronology, the significance of this information
should not be overlooked. When viewed in light of the
cumulative evidence, it supports AD 27 as the year of
Jesus’ baptism.

It seems clear that this dialogue occurred close to
the first Passover of Jesus’ ministry (cf. John 2:12-13).2
Since Jesus’ ministry also ended at Passover and spanned
three and a half years, Jesus’ baptism must have occurred
six months before this first Passover, placing it in the
fall. If it is possible to determine the year in which the
reconstruction of the temple started, then one can
determine the year Jesus was baptized. At this point
Flavius Josephus provides valuable historical evidence.

According to Josephus, Herod initiated the
reconstruction of the temple in the eighteenth year of
his reign in Judea.? It is important to note that in John
2:20, the Jews were referencing the extensive renovations
carried out by Herod, which led to what became known
as the Herodian Temple. Josephus also indicates that
Herod was declared king of Judea by the Roman Senate
during the consulship of Gnaeus Domitius Calvinus and
Gaius Asinius Pollio, which occurred in 40 BC, spanning
from January to January.** However, it was not until three
years later that Herod successfully took Jerusalem, having
defeated Antigonus, the last Hasmonean king and high
priest. Josephus calculates Herod’s regnal years from
this pivotal moment when he effectively began to rule
over Judea.

Historical records indicate that Herod captured
Jerusalem sometime during the summer or fall of 37
BC, in the year of Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa and Lucius
Caninius Galo. If Josephus uses a religious calendar that
runs from spring to spring (Nisan to Nisan) and does not
count the accession year, Herod’s eighteenth year would
be dated from the spring of 20 BC to the spring of 19
BC.» According to Josephus, Herod entered Jerusalem
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during the Day of Atonement (Tishri 10), which takes
place in the beginning of the fall.* Josephus also notes
that Herod’s siege lasted six months (from spring through
summer to the beginning of fall).” This places Herod’s
conquest of Jerusalem in the fall season. Josephus also
points out that the initial phase of renovation took a year
and a half, with the inauguration of this phase coinciding
with Herod’s conquest of the city. The inauguration of
this phase was timed to coincide with the anniversary of
his conquest of the city (which was in the fall). Therefore,
adding forty-six years (John 2:20) to the starting point of
the renovation in the spring brings the timeline directly
to the spring of AD 28. This is approximately six months
after the fall of AD 27, when Jesus was baptized.

Confirming the Date of Jesus’ Baptism

The historical scenario discussed in the previous
section is further substantiated by broader biblical
evidence. In fact, one does not need to depend solely on
the historical information found in Luke 3:1 and John
2:20. The starting point of the seventy-week prophecy
provides an additional confirmation that Jesus’ baptism
took place in AD 27.

According to Daniel 9:25, the starting point of
the seventy-week prophecy is identified as “the going
forth of the word” (RSV). Understanding this starting
point hinges on the true meaning of “from the going
forth of the word” In its original context, the expression
refers to a royal decree that allowed for the rebuilding of
the walls of Jerusalem, which was crucial for achieving
political independence. A walled city like Jerusalem
could effectively resist military intervention. Therefore,
this event was more than just a construction project; it
symbolized a significant step towards autonomy.?

Biblically and legally, a royal decree takes effect
upon publication and communication to its intended
recipients, not merely when the king signs or proclaims
it.» Furthermore, a semantic analysis of “restoring and
building” Jerusalem entails both physical reconstruction
and the establishment of political governance.® Among
the Persian decrees, only that issued by Artaxerxes I
Longimanus in 457 BC granted Ezra the legal authority
to set up a judicial system and rebuild the city walls.

Establishing 457 BC as the kings seventh year
requires navigating some historical complexities,
particularly regarding the calendar Ezra employed. While
some scholars advocate for a Babylonian spring-to-spring
reckoning, biblical texts such as Nehemiah, as well as the
Gemara and the Elephantine papyri, indicate that post-
exilic Jews consistently used a fall-to-fall civil calendar
for counting foreign regnal years.

Additionally, we must consider the timing of
Artaxerxes’ accession. Cuneiform records suggest Xerxes’
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death occurred around August 465 BC, but the transition
to Artaxerxes was fraught with turmoil. Palace intrigues
involving Artabanus and the execution of the legal heir
Darius likely extended the interregnum period, pushing
Artaxerxes formal accession past Tishri 1 (September
17).» Utilizing a fall-to-fall accession-year model shifts
his first regnal year to 464-463 BC, placing his seventh
year firmly in 457 BC.

Two key pieces of evidence indicate that the
decree was implemented in late 457 BC. First, the
specific sacrifices Ezra offered upon arriving in
Jerusalem correspond with the calendrical offerings
outlined in Numbers 28-29. Second, and even more
compellingly, the seventy-week timeline aligns directly
with the sabbatical and Jubilee cycles. Calculations
related to Nehemiah’s wall project suggest that 457
BC marked the beginning of a sabbatical and Jubilee
year. Leviticus 25 stipulates that a Jubilee year—and
the liberty it represents—is proclaimed on the Day of
Atonement (Tishri 10), making this feast the most likely
starting point.*

Beginning in the fall of 457 BC, the completion of
the sixty-nine weeks, or 483 years, culminates in AD 27.
The baptism of Jesus marks the onset of the final week
of the seventy weeks designated for Daniel’s people
(Dan 9:24). In the middle of this last week, the prophecy
foretells that the Messiah would be “cut off” (Dan 9:26),
pointing to His death in the spring of AD 31.

Conclusion

Despite the complexities involved in the study
of ancient chronology, the timeline of Jesus’ life can be
reconstructed when all available evidence is seriously
taken into consideration. After reviewing the biblical and
historical evidence, it becomes clear that the year AD 27
emerges as the best candidate for Jesus’ baptism. Thus,
the traditional view held by Adventism is not only still
tenable, but also offers the best framework for the data
available. In 2027, Christians are invited to celebrate the
two-thousandth anniversary of this great milestone in
redemptive history. By passing through the Jordan in
baptism, Jesus initiated His ministry—a path that would
lead from service to suffering to glory. It is a glory in
which all His children may share when they accept His
sacrifice, trust in His heavenly ministry, and follow in His
footsteps of discipleship.
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ARTICLE

Religious Liberty and the Character of God

Andy Im

about God’s character.! Is He just? Is He loving? Is
His government established upon voluntary love, or
merely required compliance?

Consider any war between two sides. Two nations.
Two armies. Both are looking for the same thing: an edge,
the one advantage that decides the outcome. It may be
technological, or numerical, or a matter of air superiority.
It may be tactical—a more experienced general who
reads the field better than his counterpart.

Yet there is a subversion far more devastating than
any achieved by open conflict. It occurs when ground is
gained not by overcoming the enemy, but by operating
under the opposing side’s own banner. No superior
firepower is required when the adversary accomplishes
the work from within the ranks of the faithful. It is
worth considering whether one of Satan’s most effective
tactics has been relying not on secular critics outside
the faith, but on Christians themselves—acting in good
conscience yet operating under a portrait of God that
misrepresents Him.?

This dynamic has recurred across Christian history.
While skeptics and secular critics have challenged faith
for centuries, the impression many form of God can, at
times, owe less to external opposition than to the conduct
of those who profess His name. During the medieval era,
for example, the church’s alignment with civil power—
expressed through inquisitions, the suppression of
dissent, and wars waged in Christs name—Ileft a legacy
that continues to color the way Christianity is perceived.?

The great controversy is premised on a question

The Foundation of Religious Liberty

If one were to devise a strategy to foster widespread
skepticism, what concept of God would be most effective?
A recent lesson in the collegiate quarterly inVerse raises
a question along these lines and provides an insightful
entry point into the great controversy as a dispute over
God’s character, misrepresented across centuries and into
the present.

The lesson points to the doctrine of eternal torment:

Imagine an eternal hell, where flames engulf
the damned, searing flesh that never burns . . .
and where screams of agony echo endlessly in
the darkness. . . . How could a loving, merciful
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Creator condemn His creation to such a fate?
The cruelty of the doctrine of eternal torment
seems to shatter the very foundation of
God’s character . . . a God who is just, loving,
and merciful 4

Ellen G. White makes a similar observation in The
Great Controversy:

How repugnant to every emotion of love and
mercy, and even to our sense of justice, is the
doctrine that the wicked dead are tormented
with fire and brimstone in an eternally burning
hell; that for the sins of a brief earthly life they
are to suffer torture as long as God shall live. .
.. It is beyond the power of the human mind
to estimate the evil which has been wrought
by [this] heresy. . . . When we consider in what
false colors Satan has painted the character
of God, can we wonder that our merciful
Creator is feared, dreaded, and even hated?
The appalling views of God which have spread
over the world from the teachings of the pulpit
have made thousands, yes, millions, of skeptics
and infidels.’

How, then, is skepticism generated? The formula
is to render God repulsive—to depict Him as arbitrary,
terrifying, or morally severe. How one pictures God bears
directly on how one relates to Him. It shapes the motives
for accepting Him and the impetus for serving Him. And
since God seeks an unforced response of love rather than
coerced obedience (Josh 24:15; Deut 30:19; Rev 3:20;
22:17), a portrait that renders Him terrifying undermines
the very allegiance He invites. Few will love a God they
believe to be cruel.¢

Historically, the doctrine of eternal torment has
functioned as precisely such a distortion. Like an abused
creature recoiling from an outstretched hand, a mind
conditioned to view God through the lens of arbitrary
severity can instinctively react with defensive hostility.
When this distorted portrait takes root first, it can
close the heart before the gospel is fully heard, leading
some to turn away from God before ever giving Him a
fair hearing.
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A Second False Portrait’

Yet eternal torment is not the sole distortion of
God’s character. A second false portrait is emerging
today—more subtle, rapidly gaining ground, and with
potentially the same chilling effect on faith.

Were those who profess the name of Christ to
turn to state power to enforce religious conformity, a
similar formula would be at work. Law can produce the
appearance of faith. It can secure attendance, profession,
and outward observance, because these are acts the
state is competent to require and verify. It cannot reach
the assent of the will, which lies beyond the capacity of
any statute. The distinction is not incidental. What legal
coercion secures, it achieves by constraining the freedom
to choose otherwise—the unforced choice that authentic
faith requires. A profession extracted under duress
reflects the severity of the penalty, not the conviction of
the soul. The result is a population that looks Christian,
which is fundamentally different from a population that
is Christian. It tells a watching world that God seizes by
force what He has only ever sought freely.*

At a deeper level, these two distortions share
a common underlying logic. The doctrine of eternal
hellfire, as traditionally depicted, presents a stark
ultimatum: comply or face endless punishment. Political
coercion projects a parallel demand: comply or face
civil penalty, silencing, or marginalization. One projects
divine retribution into the age to come; the second inflicts
state penalty in the present. The mechanisms differ, but
the impression conveyed to a watching world can end
up looking distressingly similar: a deity whose authority
rests on leverage rather than love.

The danger of this second portrait can be harder
to discern because of its immediate appeal, especially
amid perceived moral decline. It promises to stabilize
society, curb immorality, advance Christianity, and
restore a nations spiritual heritage. Such aspirations are
understandable. To be clear, opposing religious coercion
is not a call to abandon public morality or civil law.
Government has a legitimate role in preventing harm
and maintaining civil order (Rom 13:1-5), prohibiting
theft, violence, and fraud. The boundary is crossed when
civil law steps beyond preserving public order to enforce
acts of devotion or religious observance. And because
invoking state power for righteous ends can appear so
noble, the misrepresentation of God embedded within
religious enforcement is easily overlooked. What it
conveys is a God who governs by compulsion rather than
consent—an impression especially troubling to those
who perceive Christianity primarily through its historical
or political footprint.

Consider what a searching observer beholds when
state authority is enlisted for faith. In some contexts,
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statutes explicitly restrict how minority traditions may
worship. In others, legal frameworks quietly disadvantage
minority believers in employment, education, or public
life. And in still others, social and legal pressures make
religious dissent costly enough that conformity becomes
the path of least resistance.

Wherever state power enforces religious devotion,
the faith invoked is placed on trial. Observers evaluate
not merely the regime, but the character of the god in
whose name it claims to act. If eternal fear has driven
millions into skepticism, political coercion threatens to
alienate millions more.

What We See in the World Today

This is not a theoretical concern. I recently returned
from an interdisciplinary conference in Asia—a secular
gathering of scholars, legal experts, and policy specialists
examining religious freedom in the region—where
similar patterns surfaced across a variety of national
contexts.’ Participants detailed the rise of religious
extremism, the instrumentalization of faith for political
ends, an erosion of civic trust, and the shrinking of the
moderate middle. Many highlighted the acceleration of
religious nationalism, wherein states increasingly define
their national identity through a dominant faith.

A crucial distinction must be drawn here. A society
may possess a deeply rooted religious heritage while
leaving freedom of conscience unmolested; conversely,
an explicitly secular state may bear down heavily on
people of faith. What is in view here is narrower than
national identity yet broader than any single ideology:
structural arrangements in which the machinery of the
state is turned directly toward belief itself—favoring,
mandating, or suppressing religious observance. Across
diverse regions, the consequences remain strikingly
consistent: institutional discrimination against religious
minorities, restrictions on worship, and the proliferation
of anti-conversion laws.

Such dynamics do not emerge in a vacuum.
Movements of this kind tend to gather momentum where
a community perceives its identity to be threatened—
whether by rapid social change, economic strain, or the
fear that an inherited way of life is being displaced. The
underlying anxieties are often genuine.® What concerns
me here, however, is not the grievance itself, but the
coercive response it generates—and what that response
ultimately communicates about the god invoked to
support it.

One conversation brought this trajectory into
sharp focus. I met a legal scholar and religious freedom
advocate from a region where this pattern is advancing
and religious minorities are being steadily squeezed
out. She described the systematic pressure unfolding in
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her country as minority institutions closed—hospitals,
schools, and houses of worship. Seventh-day Adventists
are experiencing these constraints as well and, in her
assessment, if current trends persist, few institutions
outside the dominant faith will remain.

In that setting, the majority religion is not
Christianity—a fact that underscores a critical lesson:
if coercion exercised outside the Christian tradition
alienates minds and distorts truth, how much more tragic
is it when Christians adopt those very methods in Christ’s
name? When believers enlist state power to compel
conformity, the God being misrepresented is our own.

Whether this protective space is contracting
globally, and at what rate, remains an empirical question
beyond the scope of this article. What is clear, however, is
how Seventh-day Adventists have historically understood
their responsibility toward it. The church has long
viewed the defense of religious liberty not as a matter
of institutional self-interest, but as a core theological
calling. What we defend is not merely our own access,
but the moral conditions under which any conscience
can genuinely act. That includes consciences that will
never share our convictions—the neighbor who finds
our message unpersuasive, the authorities who view our
presence with suspicion, or the individual who hears us
out and still chooses to say no. A freedom defended only
when it serves one’s own community is not a principle;
it is merely self-interest. We are called to safeguard the
freedom to accept the gospel, to embrace another faith,
or to profess no faith at all.

His Character Is to Be Made Known

The core issue, then, is not fundamentally a legal
one. Constitutions and statutes can safeguard the civil
space in which faith is chosen, but they cannot reshape
what an individual has come to believe about God.

This is why religious liberty, for Seventh-day
Adventists, is a theological commitment prior to being
a legal strategy. A God who desires unforced love rather
than mere compliance must leave the freedom of response
genuinely open. Everything flows from this conviction:
why the church has advocated for freedom of conscience
from its inception, and why we labor to establish it where
it is absent and preserve it where it remains.

To be sure, this work is frequently entrusted to
attorneys and advocates relying on arguments framed
in constitutional and statutory law. That work is
indispensable, and nothing here is intended to diminish
its necessity. Yet focusing exclusively on legal mechanisms
risks reversing the true order of priority. Civil law secures
the space; what makes that space worth defending is what
we understand about God and His character. As coercive
pressures mount—particularly from within professing
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Christianity itself—effective advocacy will increasingly
depend on believers who grasp why the freedom to reject
God matters deeply to God Himself.

Writing of the spiritual conditions preceding
Christs return, Ellen G. White describes both the
prevailing darkness in the world and the specific calling
of those who represent Him:

It is the darkness of misapprehension of God
that is enshrouding the world. Men are losing
their knowledge of His character. It has been
misunderstood and misinterpreted. At this
time a message from God is to be proclaimed, a
message illuminating in its influence and saving
in its power. His character is to be made known.
... There is nothing that Christ desires so much
as agents who will represent to the world His
Spirit and character. There is nothing that the
world needs so much as the manifestation
through humanity of the Saviour’s love."

Notice what is requested here. It is not
fundamentally an apology for divine authority, a display
of power, or a warning regarding the consequences
of refusal, but agents who embody His character.
The remedy she identifies for a world enshrouded in
misapprehension is not raw argument. It is people.

Consequently, this work cannot be confined to
legal scholars or those with standing before courts
and legislatures. The vast majority of people will never
encounter formal religious liberty advocacy. They will
simply encounter individual believers—in a workplace, a
neighborhood, or a quiet conversation across ideological
divides. The portrait of God that ultimately reaches them
is the one conveyed in those everyday interactions.

Herein lies the ultimate rationale for defending
freedom of conscience: safeguarding a persons right
to say no to God is what preserves the moral integrity
and authenticity of their yes. Love that cannot be freely
withheld ceases to be love. God recognizes no allegiance
secured through fear, coercion, or civil leverage.

The transformative power of this perspective is
not merely theoretical; its impact often becomes clear
when individuals encounter it for the first time. Not
long ago, I engaged in conversation with a musician and
scholar who writes for a European electronic band while
pursuing a second doctorate in philosophy and theology.
Our discussion turned to the biblical framework of
religious liberty.

I noted that for the Christian, religious freedom
is not primarily a political concession, but a direct
implication of the character of God. Because God is love,
He desires to be received and served exclusively on that
basis—not out of fear, under coercion, or by institutional
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mandate. The insight resonated with him. He immediately
requested reading recommendations to explore the
theological foundation further. For Adventists, this
paradigm can seem familiar and settled; yet to someone
encountering it anew, grounding human liberty in the
non-coercive nature of God proves profound.

Too often, religious freedom is articulated in purely
legal terms—appearing to other faith communities as self-
preservation, and to secular observers as a demand for
special privilege. Rooting freedom in the divine character
elevates the entire discourse, revealing a Creator who
seeks only voluntary devotion and rendering any resort
to Christian coercion a profound self-contradiction.

The Greater Challenge

Secularism, religious apathy, and a general
skepticism toward traditional faith are among the
challenges most frequently raised when Christians
contemplate the future of mission. These are formidable
headwinds, and their gravity should not be minimized.
Pressures on religious expression are genuinely felt—
whether regarding free speech, rights of conscience, or
institutional autonomy. When believers look toward legal
mechanisms for protection, it is often out of a sincere
desire to safeguard liberties they see slipping away.

Yet the more consequential difficulty may lie closer
to home. Coercion in matters of faith runs counter to how
God has always worked, regardless of who employs it. But
the issue takes on a far darker dimension when those
who claim to represent Him take it up—when Christians
enlist civil authority to enforce religious conformity—
because the method itself is then attributed to God. This
brings us back to our starting point: the most damaging
misrepresentation of God may come not from those who
oppose Him, but from those who bear His name.

One may love God, desire a more virtuous society,
and conclude that the most direct way to protect what
is good is to require it. But as noted earlier, the nature
of the requirement makes all the difference. While civil
statutes legitimately address public harms—such as
theft, violence, and fraud—laws that mandate religious
devotion attempt to compel what lies beyond the
competence of any statute: the genuine assent of the
heart. Where civil power is used to enforce worship in
Christ's name, it is God Himself whose character bears
the misrepresentation.

Seventh-day Adventists have long interpreted
both history and Scripture through this theological
lens. We recognize this dynamic in the centuries when
the medieval church wielded the civil sword, and our
reading of apocalyptic prophecy—specifically Revelation
13—prepares us for its end-time resurgence. Scripture
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indicates that the final conflict over conscience will
not stem primarily from overt secularism, but from
a coalition of religious entities enlisting state power
to enforce worship under the banner of civic and
moral renewal.?

Four Points for Consideration

First, we are called to reclaim religious liberty as
a fundamental article of faith. Religious freedom is not
merely a civic value we share with society, nor is it a
pragmatic strategy for protecting our own institutions.
It is a direct implication of the character of God. The
freedom to accept or refuse Him is the divine condition
under which genuine love becomes possible. Everything
we do in the public square must flow from our conviction
regarding His non-coercive nature.

Second, we must recognize that the most subtle
threat to the gospel often arises from within Christendom
itself. When believers attempt to preserve Christian
influence or restore moral order through civil mandates
and state power, they undermine the very faith they
seek to advance. We must remain vigilant against the
temptation to achieve spiritual ends through coercive
means, understanding that where civil authority enforces
devotion in Christ’s name, it is God’s character that bears
the misrepresentation.

Third, we must weigh the evangelistic cost of our
representation. As Ellen G. White observed regarding
traditional depictions of eternal torment, misrepresenting
God’s character has driven millions into skepticism—and
political coercion threatens to do the very same. Both
distortions operate on a shared coercive logic: comply or
suffer. How we represent God profoundly shapes whether
a searching world will give the gospel an honest hearing
or recoil from a deity depicted as arbitrary and forceful.

Fourth, we are called to be active agents who defend
conscience for all people. Adventists must be among the
first to uphold freedom of conscience unconditionally—
whether for fellow Christians, members of other faith
communities, or those who profess no faith at all
Defending another person’s right to say no to God is not
a compromise of our faith; it is the ultimate affirmation of
it. It demonstrates to a watching world that our Creator
reigns by voluntary love, never by force.

The portrait of God held by the world has been
forming across centuries, and it continues to be drawn
today. Adventists carry a solemn responsibility in how
that portrait takes shape. In the end, defending another
person’s freedom to say no to God may well be the clearest
sermon we ever preach—especially to a world evaluating
Christ primarily by what they observe in us.
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This article is adapted from a devotional presented at the General Conference
of Seventh-day Adventists World Headquarters in Silver Spring, Maryland,
August 25, 2026.
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Juergensmeyer, Global Rebellion: Religious Challenges to the Secular State,
from Christian Militias to al Qaeda, Comparative Studies in Religion and
Society (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2008).

11 Ellen G. White, Christ’s Object Lessons (Battle Creek, MI: Review and
Herald, 1900), 415, 419.

12 Prophecy points to a deceptive, counterfeit movement masquerading
as genuine Christianity, echoing Christ’s warning of end-time deceptions so
compelling that, if possible, even the elect might be misled (Matt 24:4-5, 24;
1 Thess 5:3; cf. Rev 13:13-14). On the pretext of moral and civic restoration,
Ellen G. White observed that movements advocating state enforcement
of worship gain traction by framing their agenda as an urgent response
to “corruption which is rapidly spreading” and claiming that compulsory
observance would “greatly improve the morals of society” Whether her anal-
ysis in The Great Controversy is understood as a predictive outline of future
events or as partly descriptive of her late nineteenth-century socio-political
context, it provides a valuable framework for evaluating such developments:
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by coupling genuine moral reforms with compulsory religious mandates,
such movements “combine with falsehood just enough truth to give it plau-
sibility,” concealing coercive requirements beneath a veneer of wholesome
public virtue. See White, The Great Controversy, 587.

Andy Im

Associate Director

Public Affairs and Reli-
gious Liberty, General
Conference of Seventh-day
Adventists

“From Cause to Manifestation”: Rereading

John 9:3

Leandro J. Velardo

“. .. but that the works of God might be made manifest in him” — John 9:3 RSV

explanatory framework widely attested in Second

Temple Judaism: “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his
parents, that he was born blind?” (RSV).! Jesus” response
in John 9:3, however, raises an interpretive problem of
considerable interest: . . . but that the works of God might
be made manifest in him” (RSV; see also Jer 31:29-30;
Ezek 18). The dominant interpretation has understood
this clause as expressing purpose, thereby establishing
a teleological relationship between the man’s congenital
blindness and the subsequent manifestation of divine
activity. On such a reading, for example, James Bartley

The disciples’ question in John 9:2 reflects an
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concludes that God providentially prepared the man
born blind so that Jesus might later reveal His identity as
the Son of God through the healing miracle.?

Whatever the theological merits of this
interpretation, the primary issue is linguistic’ The
question turns on both the structure of the discourse
and the semantic and pragmatic dimensions of the hina
clause in John 9:3—that is, what the clause conveys and
how it functions within the discourse.

Although modern English translations exhibit
remarkable uniformity in their rendering of the verse,
the Greek text allows for alternative construals. These
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readings arise from both differences in discourse
segmentation and the range of discourse functions
associated with hina clauses in Hellenistic Greek.

Two major lines of interpretation deserve
brief attention.

Reading 1: Alternative Segmentation

On the basis of certain features of the earliest
manuscript  tradition—notably  the absence of
punctuation and the practice of scriptio continua—
together with considerations related to Johannine
discourse structure, several scholars have proposed an
alternative segmentation of John 9:3-4.4

According to this proposal, the final clause of verse
3 should be construed with the material that follows: “But
in order that the works of God might be made manifest
in him, we must work the works of him who sent me
while it is yet day; night comes in which no one can
work” (John 9:3b-4).5

Under this interpretation, the hina clause does
not provide an explanation for the origin of the man’s
blindness. It establishes the pragmatic frame within
which Jesus’ subsequent action is to be interpreted; the
hina clause functions prospectively, orienting the reader
toward the action that follows rather than retrospectively
explaining the man’s condition. The discourse thus
shifts attention from the cause of the affliction to the
manifestation of God’s works through Jesus’ ministry.

Reading 2: Alternative Functions of the hina Clause

If the traditional segmentation is retained, the
interpretation of the verse depends primarily on the
semantic function and pragmatic force of the hina clause.

Option 1: Telic hina

The most common interpretation understands
hina as marking purpose: “(He was born blind) so that
the works of God might be manifested in him” On
this analysis, the clause carries a final force, thereby
establishing a purposive relationship between the man’s
blindness and the manifestation of God’s works.

Option 2: Volitive (or Imperatival) hina

A number of scholars have argued that hina may
occasionally assume a volitive or imperatival function.”
On this basis, the clause may be understood as: “(He
was born blind), but let the works of God be manifested
in him” Here hina does not indicate purpose but
exhortation. Accordingly, the clause ceases to function
as an explanation of the blindness and instead directs
the reader’s attention to Jesus response to the blind
man’s plight.
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Option 3: Echatic hina

A third possibility is to interpret hina as expressing
result, a usage that is attested in post-Classical and New
Testament Greek.® The clause may then be paraphrased
as: “(He was born blind), but the outcome of this
situation is that the works of God will be manifested in
him” Under this analysis, the semantic relationship is
one of consequence, not purpose. The revelation of God’s
works is therefore understood as the outcome of Jesus’
restorative activity and not as the intended purpose of the
man’s congenital condition.’

Conclusion

From a linguistic perspective, a non-teleological
reading offers a more coherent account of the hina clause
in John 9:3. The discourse unfolds from the description
of the man’s condition to Jesus' response, His restorative
action, and finally to the manifestation of God’s works.
Within this progression, the manifestation of God’s
works emerges as the consequence of Jesus’ action rather
than as the intended purpose of the man’s blindness."

Whether one adopts the alternative punctuation
suggested in Reading 1 or one of the non-purposive
interpretations discussed under Reading 2, the exegetical
implications are broadly similar. In either case, the
man’s congenital blindness is not to be understood as
a condition brought about for the specific purpose of
revealing God’s works. By contrast, the narrative places
its emphasis on the manifestation of God’s works through
the restorative activity of Jesus, whose role as the “light
of the world” (John 8:12; 9:5) provides the theological
framework for interpreting the narrative (see John 9:1,
6-7,11, 35-38).

Endnotes

1 For Jewish perspectives on the relationship between sin, suffering, and
divine judgment reflected in this question, see Hermann L. Strack and Paul
Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrasch,
5 vols. (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1924), 2:527-529. For further discussion, see
David C. Kraemer, Responses to Suffering in Classical Rabbinic Literature
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).

2 James Bartley, Juan B. Patterson, and Joyce Cope Wyatt, Juan, Comen-
tario Biblico Mundo Hispano 17 (El Paso, TX: Editorial Mundo Hispano,
2005), 210.
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vols., International Critical Commentary (New York: T&T Clark, 1929),
2:324-326; Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel according to John, 2 vols., Anchor
Bible (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966), 1:371-372, 376-378; Charles K.
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John, 2nd ed., Word Biblical Commentary (Nashville, TN: Nelson, 1999),
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4 See, e.g., John C. Poirier, “Day and Night’ and the Punctuation of John
9:3” New Testament Studies 42 (1996): 288-294; and John C. Poirier, “Day
and Night’ and the Sabbath Controversy of John 9,” Filologia Neotestamen-
taria 19 (2006): 113-120.

5 Following the discourse segmentation proposed by Poirier, “Day and
Night’ and the Punctuation of John 9:3,” 294.

6 Cf. Friedrich Blass, Albert Debrunner, and Robert W. Funk, A Greek
Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chi-
cago, IL: University of Chicago, 1961), 186-188.

7 Cf.Nigel Turner, A Grammar of New Testament Greek, vol. 3, Syntax (Ed-
inburgh: T&T Clark, 1963), 94-95; Nigel Turner, Grammatical Insights into
the New Testament (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1965), 145-148, esp. 145-147;
and Charles E. D. Moule, An Idiom Book of New Testament Greek, 2nd ed.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 144-145.

8 Cf. Blass, Debrunner, and Funk, Greek Grammar, 198. It should be
noted that hina may be used “to convey a sense of result or consequence”
(Stanley E. Porter, Idioms of the Greek New Testament, Biblical Languages:
Greek, 2nd ed. [Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994], 235). Maximil-
ian Zerwick, Biblical Greek, Scripta Pontificii Instituti Biblici 114 (Rome:
Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1963), 122, observes that “constructions
used classically in final sense only are now used in consecutive sense. . . .
The very conjunctions iva and @ote can be interchanged at times, so that
®ote may have an obviously final sense or {va an obviously consecutive
one”” Similarly, Edwin Mayser, Grammatik der griechischen Papyri aus der
Ptolemdiierzeit mit Einschluss der gleichzeitigen Ostraka und der in Agypten
verfassten Inschriften, vol. 2, bk. 3 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1934), 51,
classifies certain hina constructions as “Substantivsitze der Wirkung”
(“clauses of effect or result”). See further Antonius N. Jannaris, An Histori-
cal Greek Grammar Chiefly of the Attic Dialect as Written and Spoken from
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Classical Antiquity Down to the Present Time Founded upon the Ancient
Texts, Inscriptions, Papyri and Present Popular Greek (London: Macmillan,
1897), 455; and Chrys C. Caragounis, The Development of Greek and the
New Testament: Morphology, Syntax, Phonology, and Textual Transmission,
Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 167 (Tiibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 224-225.

9 The disciples themselves employ hina in a clause that may plausibly be
understood as expressing a perceived consequence of sin (“Who sinned ...
so that he was born blind?”). This immediate discourse context therefore
renders a resultative understanding of hina in Jesus’ response linguistically
plausible, even if not required.

10 Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press,
1898), 471, likewise observes that when Christ “corrected their error, He did
not explain the cause of the man’s affliction, but told them what would be the
result” This observation reflects the same interpretive movement from cause
to manifestation that underlies the ecbatic interpretation of the passage.

Leandro J. Velardo
Professor, New Testament
Language and Literature
Universidad Adventista
del Plata
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BRI International Bible Conference in the

Baltic Union

Frank M. Hasel

rom September 12 to 15, 2026, the Biblical Research
FInstitute, together with other scholars from Andrews
University and the White Estate, conducted a
well-attended international Bible conference for all
Baltic countries (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania). The
conference was held at the Seventh-day Adventist Union
headquarters and main church in Riga, the capital of
Latvia.

Church elders and church members were invited
to attend the first two days, and pastors from all three
countries attended the last two days. Among other
topics, the conference focused on issues related to the
Trinity, last generation theology, biblical hermeneutics,
the significance of the resurrection for our theology, the
use of Al and modern technology, and Ellen G. White’s
understanding of God and our response to critics. The
BRI also gifted a complimentary copy of the Handbook
of Seventh-day Adventist Theology to every pastor in
attendance. Between presentations, there was time for
BRI members to also engage in small group discussions
with pastors from all three countries. In these smaller

BRI director Elias Brasil de Souza gifting a book to David
Nommik, president of the Baltic Union.
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circles it was possible to interact with the pastors on a
deeper personal level. Topics ranged from challenges
they face in their ministry, last generation theology, Ellen
G. White and her authority, to specific questions about
prophetic interpretation and difficult-to-understand
Bible passages.

Conferences like these are unique opportunities
to explore important theological questions, strengthen
Adventist identity, and foster theological unity.

Frank M. Hasel

Associate Director
Biblical Research Institute

Frank M. Hasel’s presentation on last generation theology.
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From left to right:

Artur Stele with David Nommik, Baltic
Union president; Keldie Paroschi speaking
on the significance of the resurrection for our
faith; Daniel Bediako presenting on the topic
of the Trinity; small group discussions with
pastors from the Baltic Union; and a panel
discussion with some of the presenters of the
Bible conference: Elias Brasil de Souza, Denis
Kaiser, Keldie Paroschi, Daniel Bediako,
Anna Galenieks, Eriks Galenieks, and
David Nommik.
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