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John Hobbins interviews Tony Siew 

Tony Siew authors the blog Revelation is Real. [No longer online: here are some examples from a 
cache of archived posts: Early Christian Thought; Chrysostom on Women’s Ministry (1 Cor 14); Saying 
Thanks] 

  
JH: Thank you, Tony, for agreeing to participate in this interview. I’ve enjoyed reading your blog since 
2006 or 2007. You are a fearless, independent thinker, as anyone may see by reading your [post from 
2006 in which you oppose Saddam’s execution], the Three Marks of Orthodox-Historic Christianity post, 
and more recently, your [post in which you talk about Obama]. The depth of your scholarship is evident 
as you note your reading of, and having dinner with, a world-class NT professor like Larry Hurtado 
[“Revelation is Real” link no longer available], and the five books-that-influenced-you-the-most-as-a-
Bible-reader post: Augustine, Calvin, Eric and Carol Meyers, Roland Meynet, and Ian Kershaw [link no 
longer available], an interesting range for anyone, and for a Pentecostal in particular. 

TS: Thanks John for your kind words. I am not so sure about being, "fearless". I ask God constantly for 
wisdom and boldness in speaking (and writing) forth the mystery of Christ. I am reluctant to call myself a 
Pentecostal. If I must, I hope to be known as a "Pentecostal" with a difference. 

As you highlighted my post on "Three Marks of Historic Christianity," it is easy to see that the Church is 
still very much divided over the three doctrinal emphases. I think it’s important to be always humble in 
holding our views and charitable towards those we disagree with so that if it is at all possible on our part 
we do the utmost to maintain the unity of the body of Christ in the bonds of love. I also believe that if 
we are open to the Spirit, He will lead us into all truth and one day by God’s grace, we will reach the goal 
of the unity of faith as Paul envisioned in Eph 4. 

The "Saddam" post was written in reaction to what I saw on TV, the video clip of the execution of 
President Saddam Hussein which I thought was most brutal and inhumane and it is a blot on America’s 
conscience. I am pleased that President Obama is taking steps to redress some of the past injustices and 
mistakes of the Iraq adventure. I hope readers also read my post "The Christian Way" [no longer 
available], a post in which I stress the non-violent tenets of Christianity, of mutual respect and tolerance 
not only towards Christians of differing views but also towards other religions and faiths. 

We have had a fair share of scholars coming our way. Beside Prof. Hurtado, we have had Professors Don 
Carson, Miroslav Volf, Harold Attridge and Iain Torrance. I also had lunch with Don Carson when he 
visited and he promised to read my monograph on Revelation! I am thankful that I have been privileged 
to have met these scholars and learnt much from their wisdom and scholarship. 

JH: A few questions about your background. Tell us more about Sabah, the land of your birth. In what 
sense is Melbourne your second home? How did you end up studying with fellow blogger Tim Bulkeley 
in New Zealand? 

TS: Sabah is a beautiful place, used to be known as North Borneo (former British Colony) but now a State 
within the Federation of Malaysia. Sabah has the highest peak in South East Asia, Mount Kinabalu 
(13,455 ft) and also the famed Orang Utan sanctuary near Sandakan, my hometown. Tourism is booming 
in my home State with a number of low cost carriers flying direct to Sabah. Please visit this part of the 
world. 

Melbourne is a special place for me, I spent a year there as an American Field Service Exchange Student 
in 1981 and completed the Victorian High School Certificate while travelling to many parts of Australia. 
My host mum and dad were exceptionally kind and I have been back several times to visit them in 
Melbourne and they flew over to visit me in Dunedin when I was pursuing doctoral study there in 2000. 
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As for Tim Bulkeley, he was my Hebrew teacher at Carey Baptist College, Auckland. I am grateful to Tim 
as he was among those who first interested me in studying the OT texts in Hebrew. 

JH: You have a rare knack of combining an appreciation for pure scholarship with an absolute 
commitment to ministry. How did that develop? 

TS: As a law student at Canterbury University, Christchurch, I used to read commentaries in the Old 
Testament Library Series (James May’s Hosea and Amos come to mind) and I was fascinated with the 
academic study of the Bible well before entering ministry. So my love for the Bible certainly influenced 
me in the ministry. For me, the Bible is the source and fountain of our faith and conduct, a lamp to our 
feet and light to our paths. In fact, when I returned to New Zealand after six years in legal practice, I 
enrolled in a B.A. to learn Hebrew and Greek and one European language for mission work. I just wanted 
to serve the Lord full-time and never had the ambition of becoming a biblical scholar. But I found that 
learning the two biblical languages at the same time was difficult enough and changed my programme 
to a B.Theol. and gave up the dream of learning a European language. So I think scholarship must serve 
the needs of the Church because the body of Christ can only be nourished and made pure by the truth 
of God’s Word. 

JH: What led you to consider seminary teaching after a time in the pastorate? 

TS: After five years in the pastorate, I sensed the Lord’s leading me into full-time teaching ministry. 
Humanly speaking, I wanted to try something new, to spread my wings so to speak, having spent the 
past 14 years ministering to the Kadazan-Dusuns, Lundayehs and Muruts, the main tribal groups in 
Sabah. I also see the need to train future pastors and church leaders in the region in a more intentional 
way. 

JH: I picture you as an excellent teacher. How do your students handle a teacher who requires them to 
answer such substantial questions [link no longer available]? Could you tell us more about the seminary 
in Singapore where you teach? What are its educational goals? 

TS: I received excellent feedback and encouragement from my students. I always try to impart to them 
the love of the Bible, to think critically about NT studies and gain as wide as possible an understanding 
of the NT by reading as many primary sources as possible, especially the OT. "Read commentaries!" is 
my battle cry. 

My Seminary is Trinity Theological College (TTC), Singapore founded 61 years ago by the four mainline 
denominations (Anglicans, Methodists, Presbyterians, and Lutherans) and now we have many students 
from Pentecostal, independent churches as well as Roman Catholic students from 18 countries beside 
Singapore. 

You may wonder how on earth these denominations can work together. I am not sure whether there is a 
similar set-up in the West. But Faculty members from different denominations work together in 
collegiality and mutual respect. Our monthly Faculty Colloquium is always very interesting and we have 
frank exchanges of views and we value academic freedom. 

TTC’s educational goals are focused in equipping full-time workers/pastors for the churches and mission 
work. We offer degree programmes from BD to DTh, one of a handful of Seminaries in Asia that is 
accredited to offer research doctorates (details here). As we have advanced graduate programmes, TTC 
trains those called to serve in Seminaries as lecturers all over Asia. 

JH: Here’s an off-the-wall question. Do you believe in minimal marking? That’s a widespread practice in 
the USA whereby professors correct students’ papers for piddly things like spelling and hardly remark on 
the substance of the papers. Most profs here justify the practice for survival reasons. They simply do not 
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have time to do more. Do you find the time to delve into your students’ papers and perhaps require 
them to rewrite them completely? 

TS: I disagree with minimal marking but I can understand why this is being done. I myself feel the time 
pressure having to mark 2 sets of 50 essays and exams scripts for one course. I normally try to give some 
comments on the substance but last Semester was particularly busy for me and I wished I had more 
time to interact with my students’ work. 

JH: I share your interest in chiasm, and like you, think highly of Roland Meynet and his school. However, 
some scholars tend to see chiasm everywhere. I’m not sure the study of chiasm is sufficiently controlled 
by objective criteria. Any thoughts on that? 

TS:  There is no such thing as complete objectivity in biblical interpretation. Nonetheless, I understand 
the concerns that some scholars tend to see chiasm everywhere. Prof. David deSilva wrote an article 
critical of chiastic structures in Revelation in 2008, "X Marks the Spot: A Critique of the Use of Chiasmus 
in the Macro-Analyses of Revelation," JSNT 30 (2008) 343-371. I share deSilva’s concerns, that’s why I 
spent the first 66 pages in the Introduction of my book establishing some kind of objective criteria in 
determining chiasm, especially macro-chiasm over several chapters of a biblical book. (The War between 
the Two Beasts and the Two Witnesses: A Chiastic Reading of Revelation 11:1-14:5 [T & T Clark, 2005], 
pp. 37-53; also Craig Blomberg’s nine criteria in "The Structure of 2 Corinthians 1-7", CTR 4 (1989) 18-
31). 

JH: What do you like best about the blogosphere? What types of posts would you like to see more of? 

TS: I love blogposts from those who stimulate me intellectually and spiritually. I would like to see more 
posts on how scholarship relates to existential questions of life, the Church and the society as a whole. 

JH: God’s Spirit is imparted to craftsmen and prophets alike in the Hebrew Bible. On this view, all true 
knowledge and skill owes its existence to God’s Spirit. A blogger I follow with interest is <a Ekaputra 
Tupamahu, a Pentecostal in Indonesia. Ekaputru calls Simon Chan the world’s most liturgically-minded 
Pentecostal. That’s such an interesting combination. Perhaps Pentecostalism is on its way to becoming a 
"catholic," not only a charismatic, powerhouse, with a great deal of diversity in practice; a mixing of new 
and old; and an expanding cadre of Pentecostals of the highest intellectual achievement. What do you 
think? 

TS: That’s interesting. Professor Simon Chan is my colleague at TTC and I can say that he is not only a 
scholar of repute (he travels around world giving lectures and speaks at International Conferences) but 
also a friendly and humble man who has a sharp mind and his critique on Pentecostalism is spot on. Yes, 
I personally like to see Pentecostalism embraces more diversity in worship (more liturgical perhaps but 
not casting away its songs of praise and melodious worship songs) and above all becomes a movement 
that is not afraid of the critical study of the Bible, one that can rid of "anti-intellectualism" prevalent in 
some Pentecostal circles, and one that is more self-critical in evaluating prophecies, tongues, divine 
healing, signs and wonders and preachers who claim to have these charismatic gifts. 

JH: Here’s a tough question, and excuse me for asking it, but what is scholarship for, if it isn’t about 
asking tough questions? I know you appreciate Richard Bauckham’s work. In a JBL article and in his 
Word Commentary, he argued that 2 Peter was not written by Peter, but that the person who wrote it in 
Peter’s name did so according to conventions of that age. It might even be argued that the author 
deliberately conformed his thought to Peter’s and thought of it as an act of moral discipline. I quote: 
"The pseudepigraphal device is therefore not a fraudulent means of claiming apostolic authority, but 
embodies a claim to be a faithful mediator of the apostolic message. Recognizing the canonicity of 2 
Peter means recognizing the validity of that claim, and it is not clear that this is so alien to the early 
church’s criteria of canonicity as is sometimes alleged" (Richard J. Bauckham, vol. 50, Word Biblical 
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Commentary: 2 Peter, Jude [Dallas: Word, 2002], 161). Is this line of reasoning convincing to you, and if 
not, what alternative do you offer? 

TS: This is a tough one, John. Bauckham’s commentary on Jude and 2 Peter (WBC) is among for my 
favourites for its erudition and mastery of primary and secondary sources. But I have problems with 
"pseudepigraphy" the way Bauckham puts it. If within the letter, the author claims to be someone with 
no explicit or implicit clues that he was writing in someone else’s name, I find it unconvincing to state 
that it is not a fraudulent means of claiming apostolic authority. That’s why I believe the apostle Peter 
wrote 2 Peter because the very first verse states, "Simon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ." If I 
may add, I also disagree with scholars who think Paul did not write Ephesians mainly on the ground that 
it would be deceitful to claim to be someone and experienced personal revelations as Paul did but in 
actual fact the author was not Paul. Ephesians consists of a number of very intimate and personal 
testimonies by Paul, all claiming to come from the author who begins the letter, "Paul an apostle of 
Christ Jesus..." Further, Eph 3:1 again speaking in the first person, "Paul a prisoner of Christ Jesus... 
commission of God’s grace given to me...revealed to the holy apostles and prophets... Of this gospel I 
have become a servant... although I am the very least of all the saints (3:7).... for which I am an 
ambassador in chains (6:20) and so forth. They sound very Pauline to me. 

Yes, scholarship is about asking tough questions but these tough questions must be focused on 
discovering or uncovering the truth of God’s Word. There is not much use in speculative or esoteric kind 
of scholarship. I think my own legal training has helped me to keep away from building castles in the air 
so to speak, making of hypothesis upon hypothesis. I always ask this question: "Where is the evidence?" 
For example, where is the evidence for the existence of "Q"? It’s in the realm of hypothesis and 
scholarship should not waste time and energy on these speculative theories. 

JH: Based on your experiences, do you have any advice to pastor-scholars? 

TS: Stay close to the Lord in private devotions and prayers. Wisdom and knowledge comes from God 
(Dan 2:20-23) and in Christ is hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge (Col 2:3). Love all the 
people of the congregation which God has put you in charge of His flock. Never neglect your family 
(spouse and children) due to busyness in ministry or pursuit of scholarship. 

JH: What are your current research interests? 

TS: It will take me a year or two more to settle at my present teaching job. After that I hope to write a 
book on Christian leadership based on Nehemiah. I am also planning to publish an Asian Theology Series 
beginning with NT and later the OT with the cooperation of other Asian scholars. It will be like the 
Abingdon Theology Series and Bauckham’s volume on the Theology of Revelationis an excellent example 
of the kind of genre which I am interested in. 

JH: I have to get a dig in at my fellow editor, Brandon, who thinks NT Studies are "greener" than OT 
Studies. I notice that you read the NT with a full appreciation of the OT and OT studies. People like you 
are rare. My most common reaction when reading an article by a NT scholar is: if only she knew her Old 
Testament better. What is your experience? 

TS: I agree, John. I think if I am not mistaken, Peter Williams, Warden of Tyndale House talks of students 
earning two Masters (MTh in OT and another MTh in NT) before commencing PhD study. I can’t agree 
more. My own view is that you need not one but two MTh. in OT, one in the Pentateuch and another in 
the Prophets before doctoral study in the NT. I am convinced that no NT scholar can be of any good 
unless he or she is learned in the OT literature with a grasp of Jewish exegetical methods (e.g. Qumran 
pesharim) and having a feel for the language and its Hebraic rhetorical and literary conventions and 
compositional techniques that produced the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible which is the Bible of the New 
Testament Church. 



JH: What does a day in the life of Tony look like? How do you find time for family? Have you any 
hobbies? I hope you don’t like professional wrestling as do some other bloggers. 

TS: My day begins with at least 30 minutes of devotions in prayers and then Bible reading. Then I have 
breakfast and go to work. I spend 8 to 10 hours at work and in the evening I bring books/commentaries 
to read at home. My wife and I go shopping once or twice a week and we like to dine out. My son who is 
18 is in his first year at Otago University, NZ but he comes home during the long summer break. I like to 
watch TV, especially sports - tennis, soccer, rugby, cricket and basketball are my favourites. I am glad 
that I do not have cable TV at home, so I only watch the highlights in the news or else I would spend the 
whole day watching sports! I play the guitar a little, but mostly in private worship to the Lord. No, I don’t 
like professional wrestling. Are you referring to Mike Bird? He is one of my favourite bloggers except for 
the wrestling part! 

JH: Thanks, Tony. We appreciate your blog and your willingness to participate. I know our readers will 
enjoy reading your responses. We wish you the best! 

TS: Thanks John. Thanks Brandon. 


