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Preface


IN NOVEMBER OF 2010, N. T. Wright came to Trinity Western University as the speaker for the University’s annual Distinguished Lecturer Series. In order to take full advantage of his visit to the university, I organized a symposium on exile in collaboration with the MA program in biblical studies and the Department of Religious Studies at TWU. The idea was to provide an opportunity for Wright to rearticulate his controversial thesis about a continuing exile (more on that later) and then to invite scholars from a variety of academic disciplines to interact with that thesis from their own unique vantage points. Many of the essays that are included in this volume originated as papers read at the symposium, although they were revised—often quite substantially—for publication. The rest were commissioned in order to provide additional coverage of the subject from other perspectives.

I am grateful to N. T. Wright for agreeing to expand the original scope of his visit to TWU in order to include the symposium on exile. My sincere thanks go to the Reid Trust for funding both the symposium itself and the subsequent preparation of this volume for publication. I wish to thank Dan Reid at InterVarsity Press for shepherding the publication of this project from the beginning and for exercising supreme patience as we anxiously waited for all the contributors to submit their essays. Tony Cummins has been an invaluable sounding board and faithful partner in this endeavor at every stage, and Spencer Jones has been of enormous help in bringing this volume into final form. I would like to express my heartfelt appreciation to them both.

This book is dedicated in profound gratitude to Sylvie Vandekerkhove, who not only hosted an exquisite dinner for the participants at the conclusion of the symposium but also for many years has been a staunch supporter of the Department of Religious Studies.
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N. T. Wright’s Hypothesis of an “Ongoing Exile”

Issues and Answers

JAMES M. SCOTT


I knew that God was at the same time near and far, magnanimous and severe, rigorous and merciful. I knew that I belonged to his chosen people—people chosen to serve him by suffering as well as by hope. I knew that I was in exile and that the exile was total, universal, even cosmic. I knew as well that the exile would not last, that it would end in redemption.

ELIE WIESEL, “Making Ghosts Speak”*






THE CONTROLLING NARRATIVE


Perhaps the following modern analogy will help readers relate to the subject of the present volume—the notion of exile in the Second Temple period. In my adopted country of Canada, there is a national mythology of immigration.1 The traditional story we tell ourselves is that we are a nation of immigrants, welcoming people from around the world who want to come and start a better life. Around this feel-good story, slogans abound: “Canada is a patchwork quilt,” “Canada is a mosaic,” and “Immigration is what drives our multiculturalism forward.” This powerful narrative captivates the national imagination and therefore has adherents right across the political spectrum. On the one hand, those who are left-leaning advocates of immigration adhere to the immigration mythology story because it says that migrants are very grateful for the opportunity to come here, will make enormous sacrifices, and will end up making Canada a better place. It is all about the next generation: the immigrants are really here for their children, and they’re going to do anything they can to fit into the Canadian story.

On the other hand, those who are right-leaning opponents to a lot of immigration, those who are very concerned about the way immigration works at the moment, nonetheless adhere to the old mythology, because it serves as a story against which the new migrants are measured and found to be failing. From this perspective, the newcomers are not as successful at integrating into the Canadian landscape as previous generations of immigrants were. “We have all these PhDs driving taxis. Why are we letting people into the country like this?”

Meanwhile, during the past few decades, the Canadian government has subtly changed the rules of immigration. These days, most people who come to Canada are economic migrants, entering the country under programs such as Express Entry, which allows Canadian employers to influence which immigrants get to come and when they get to come. These are not people risking life and limb to become Canadians, but people who are good at making money in their home country whom the Canadian government wants to make money here instead. Nevertheless, the old narrative of immigration serves the government really well. It says, “We are opening our door to migrants because this is our tradition. We’re not really changing anything fundamentally; we’re just tweaking a few things at the edges.” And if the new immigration policy does not work, the old narrative provides a strong basis on which the newcomer can be blamed for not living up to the mythology.

Hence, no matter what the lived reality is on the ground, no matter what one’s political perspective is, the robust national mythology of immigration can be pressed into service in a variety of ways as support.

Canada, of course, is not the only country with a national mythology of migration. The present volume deals with Israel’s national narrative of “forced migration,” a term that is now often preferred instead of exile.2 The question we are asking is whether, in various and sundry ways, the traumatic national experience of forced migration had a profound and lasting effect on the way the Jewish people understood their ongoing plight during the Second Temple period and, if so, whether that helps us to contextualize some aspects of the early Jesus movement. In other words, is this another situation in which, regardless of the actual circumstances on the ground, a controlling national narrative shapes thinking in a variety of ways?

Israel and Judah experienced several major forced migrations or exiles at the hands of foreign superpowers. The ten northern tribes of Israel were exiled from their land by the Assyrians in 722 BCE. As a consequence, the northerners were so thoroughly assimilated into the surrounding Mesopotamian culture that in subsequent tradition they became “the ten lost tribes of Israel.”3 A century and a quarter later, the southern kingdom of Judah experienced the exile of its elites by the Babylonians in 597 BCE. Then, a decade after that, when the temple was destroyed by the Babylonians, a new wave of Judean exiles were forced to migrate to Babylon, although many Judeans remained behind.

From one perspective, the Babylonian exile ended in 538 BCE when Cyrus, the Persian king, permitted the exiled Jews to return to Jerusalem and rebuild their city and their temple (2 Chron 36:23; Ezra 1:1-4; 6:3-5). Although many Jews chose to remain in Babylon (cf. Josephus, Ant. 11.8), the return under Cyrus could be viewed as a fulfillment of Jeremiah’s prophecy that the exile would end after seventy years (Jer 25:11-12; 29:10; cf. 2 Chron 36:20-22; Ezra 1:1; Josephus, Ant. 11.1-2). From another perspective, however, “exile” could be seen as a chronic spiritual condition that the partial return under Cyrus did not remedy.4 Same reality, different interpretation. Thus, a number of early Jewish writings, such as Daniel and 2 Baruch, understood the condition of exile to persist for centuries and looked forward a more complete restoration at the end of exile in the future. In Daniel 9, for instance, the seventy years of Jeremiah’s prophecy is famously reinterpreted as seventy “weeks” of years, or 490 years.5

It seems, then, that the rupture that was brought on by the succession of exilic experiences under Assyria and Babylon continued to be felt in the self-understanding of the Jewish people long after their partial return from Babylonian exile in the sixth century BCE. Indeed, there was a sense in which even Jews in the land understood themselves to be still in exile. Was this self-understanding bolstered by the fact that most Jews still lived in the Diaspora? What about the ten northern tribes that were driven into exile under the Assyrians? Were they thought to be lost irrevocably, despite the fact that the prophets expected the reunification of all twelve tribes in a restored nation?

There is no reason to assume that all Jews of the first century CE thought the same way about these matters. Indeed, the paucity of the extant sources and the diversity of Judaism during this period precludes all-encompassing generalizations. Nevertheless, there is a substantial body of evidence that the narrative of an ongoing exile had taken root in early Jewish writings. Take, for example, 2 Baruch. If this pseudepigraphon was written toward the end of the first century in response to the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple under the Romans in 70 CE, why is it set in the context of the Babylonian invasion of Jerusalem in 587 BCE? Matthias Henze comments on the anomaly:

By choosing the Babylonian invasion of Jerusalem as the setting for his book, the author of 2Bar suggests, albeit implicitly, that the root cause for Israel’s demise under the Romans dates back to 587 BCE. The real break between Israel and her god, the main caesura in their relationship and the true reason why God delivered Israel into the hands of her enemies, is to be found in the sixth century BCE, not in the first century CE. In a way, Israel never completely overcame the blow she suffered from the hand of Nebuchadnezzar, so that Titus’s devastating advances should be interpreted as a recrudescence of the old wounds, wounds that never healed. Cyrus’s edict allowed some exiles to return home, to be sure, and the rebuilding of Jerusalem included the physical reconstruction of the temple, but this never led to a complete restoration of Israel. Israel never fully recovered from the shock and disruption inflicted upon her by the Babylonians and, in a sense, had always remained in “exile.” Devastation and exile had become permanent aspects of Israel’s existence and could only be overcome through divine intervention and the inauguration of the end of time. And so it is only plausible that the author of 2Bar would choose to return to that crucial moment, to the original manifestation of the problem, the moment that was so decisive for the fate of Israel.6


Here, we are dealing not simply with an analogy between the two historic events, but rather with the ongoing effects of the earlier incursion. Moreover, as Henze notes, in this respect 2 Baruch “resembles a number of other texts from the Second Temple period that assume an ongoing state of ‘exile.’”7 The fundamental conception is that Israel’s exile, at least theologically speaking, will not come to an end until the eschaton, when God intervenes in this world and establishes his rule.

N. T. Wright does not cite Henze’s book on 2 Baruch for his thesis of an ongoing exile, but he well could have. For it is precisely within this sort of first-century Jewish tradition that Wright seeks to situate the “controlling narrative,” “grand story,” “metanarrative,” that fundamentally shaped Jesus’ and Paul’s thinking.8 According to this narrative, Israel had fallen into grievous sin and indeed national apostasy for which the people had come under divine judgment in the form of exile. Moreover, that condition of the ongoing exile was brought to an end through the person and work of Jesus Christ, who constitutes the climax of the salvation-historical story of Israel.




SCHOLARLY REACTION TO WRIGHT’S THESIS


How have scholars responded to Wright’s thesis of an ongoing exile?9 There is no need here to give a full Forschungsbericht, for an extensive, up-to-date review of the issue is provided by Nicholas G. Piotrowski.10 Moreover, in God and the Faithfulness of Paul (2016), Christoph Heilig, J. Thomas Hewitt, and Michael F. Bird have edited a full-scale, 832-page assessment of Wright’s recent two-volume, 1,660-page magnum opus, Paul and the Faithfulness of God (2013), which includes further reactions to Wright’s thesis of an ongoing exile.11 Wright himself has countered some of his critics on this point both in his Paul and His Recent Interpreters: Some Contemporary Debates (2015)12 and in an epilogue to God and the Faithfulness of Paul.13 What remains for us to do in this section is to outline the broad contours of the debate as a prelude to the present volume.

On the one hand, Wright has convinced many scholars that his thesis is correct.14 Joel R. Wright provides a salient example: “I regard Wright’s identification of a controlling ‘ongoing exile’ narrative as the expression of dominant Jewish worldview of the NT era as his major and, as I think it will prove to be, most enduring scholarly accomplishment.”15 Nicholas Perrin has also been persuaded: “Skimming the surface of the NT, we would not be going too far to say that the motif of exile is quietly rampant.”16 To be sure, some scholars accept part of Wright’s thesis about an ongoing exile but object to other aspects. For example, Richard B. Hays accepts that the Gospels of Matthew and Luke do have the concept of an ongoing exile, but he denies that this necessarily goes back to the historical Jesus, as Wright himself maintains.17 Brant Pitre accepts Wright’s point that the historical Jesus did have a concept of ongoing exile, but he criticizes Wright for limiting exile to a theological concept rather than applying it to the actual ongoing exile of the northern tribes of Israel.18 As Pitre cleverly puts it, “Wright has the right insight but the wrong exile.”19

On the other hand, Wright’s thesis has provoked some staunch criticism. Seyoon Kim, for example, objects to Wright’s interpretation of Galatians 3:10-14, which sees Paul’s use of Deuteronomy 27:26 in Galatians 3:10 as presupposing the ongoing covenantal curse of exile.20 And after calling into question Wright’s interpretation of several key passages in Paul’s letters relating to the theme of a continuing exile and Paul’s use of Scripture, Steve Moyise concludes,

It is beyond the scope of this essay to evaluate whether the Deuteronomy-inspired “end of exile” theme was as prevalent as Wright claims, but it is worth asking whether such a general theme could ever exert the sort of specific influence that Wright claims. It is rather like appealing to the theory of gravity in order to explain why I slipped on the pavement last week. It is of course true but not really the sort of explanation that is required. In fact, the north of England was covered in snow last week and I should have chosen more suitable footwear.21


Markus Bockmuehl objects to Wright’s whole approach for a variety of reasons:

The attempt to find a single overarching theme of biblical theology has too often floundered on its apparent inability to account for the diversity in Scripture—whether that theme be “salvation history” (Oscar Cullmann and Gerhard von Rad), “the mighty acts of God” (G. Ernest Wright), or more recently “the end of exile” and “the return of Yahweh to Zion” (N. T. Wright). Such reconstructions are perhaps too often wedded to contingent claims of historicity and original meanings that are rarely verifiable, and they cannot readily support the interpretive theological weight imposed upon them. This is quite apart from the fact that many of these grand objective visions have classically failed to acknowledge their own perspectival location and thus fall foul of the postmodern deconstructive project. (Is it significant that no one has ever seen this or that supposedly central theme before?)22


Perhaps the most vociferous opponent of Wright’s view of an ongoing exile has been James D. G. Dunn. In discussing Wright’s notion of a grand narrative,23 Dunn argues in Jesus Remembered,

The most serious weakness of Wright’s grand hypothesis is his inability to demonstrate that the narrative of return from exile was a controlling factor in Jesus’ own teaching. It will not do simply to insert passages into the assumed narrative framework or to read tradition . . . through spectacles provided by the controlling story, as though by invocation of the mantra “end of exile,” “return from exile” the interpretation of these traditions becomes clear. “Serious verification” requires demonstration of at least a fair number of plausible echoes and allusions to return from exile within the Jesus tradition itself. The most plausible is the parable of the prodigal son, who repents and returns from “a far country” (Luke 15.11–24). But the grand narrative of return from exile proves inadequate to explain the second half of the parable, where the refusal of the elder brother to accept the younger clearly works with the different motif of contrasting pairs. And Wright hardly strengthens his case by giving a pivotal place to the parable of the sower (Mark 4.2–8 par.). The problem is not that an allusion to the idea of the returnees from exile as seed being sown (again) in the land is farfetched. It is rather that planting and fruitful growth are metaphors of much more diverse application and that the parable’s imagery of different soils and outcomes more naturally invites a different line of thought and application from that of the return from exile. The calling of the twelve disciples certainly evokes thought of eschatological restoration or renewal of Israel (the twelve tribes), but if “return-from-exile theology” was a prominent feature of the rationale, it is surprising that so little is made of it. And the first petition of the Lord’s Prayer (“May your name be sanctified”) could evoke the prophecy of Ezek. 36.22–28. For the most part, however, Wright is content to read the Jesus tradition through the lens of his grand narrative without further attempt at justification. But in squeezing the diversity of Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom into conformity with that single controlling story he misses much that is of central significance within that proclamation—not least Jesus’ own critique of Israel’s current leadership and concern for the “poor” and “sinners.”24


Wright’s view of an ongoing exile in Paul fares little better in the hands of Dunn. In “An Insider’s Perspective on Wright’s Version of the New Perspective,” Dunn comments on Wright’s recent two-volume Pauline theology:

Wright’s role as a third partner with [E. P.] Sanders and Dunn on “New Perspective” issues is somewhat spoiled by his criticizing both of us for failing to recognize that “the idea of continuing exile” was, or should have been, seen to be part of that “revolution.” To be fair, Wright may well be justified in highlighting the thought of continuing exile in pre-NT writers (PFG 162), but his insistence that such was a continuing factor in shaping Paul’s (as also Jesus’s) teaching has hardly been demonstrated. His apparent determination to restate his “continuing exile” thesis (PFG 114–63), despite the many criticisms it has received, and without making any real attempt to demonstrate that Paul was influenced by it or responded to it is one of the less attractive features of the two volumes. He seems here to ignore his own stated principle in his recent Surprised by Scripture, namely “to allow the biblical writers to set the agenda rather than forcing on them a scheme that does not do them justice.”25


Based on what we have seen in the foregoing, Wright’s thesis of an ongoing exile is either his “greatest accomplishment” or his “most serious weakness.”26 There is clearly a need for further discussion of the matter. Hence, the present volume aims to extend the conversation in order to seek further clarification of this contentious issue.




THE CONVERSATION CONTINUES


The essays in this volume are divided into four main sections and are framed by contributions from N. T. Wright. In his lead essay, Wright reasserts his thesis about the ongoing exile with renewed vigor and fresh insight, marshaling additional evidence in support of his case. Thereupon follows a series of responses to this essay from specialists in various fields: part one contains essays with a focus on aspects of Wright’s thesis relating to the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible and the Septuagint; part two pertains to early Judaism; part three concentrates on the New Testament; and part four on theology. The goal in each case is not simply to applaud Wright’s approach but to assess it critically from a particular vantage point and, if possible, even to go beyond it in some way. Finally, Wright receives the last word in an essay that provides a rejoinder to the foregoing scholarly responses to his thesis.

Thus, with this structure of the book in view, we turn now to the subject at hand. The Targum Song of Songs opens with the midrash of the Ten Songs, a listing of songs recited from the creation of the world up to the final song that will be recited at the culmination of history when Israel shall return from its exiles:


Songs and praises which Solomon, the prophet, the king of Israel, recited in the Holy Spirit before the Sovereign of all the World, the Lord.

Ten songs were recited in this world; this song is the most excellent of them all.

The first song was recited by Adam when his sin was forgiven him and the Sabbath day came and protected him. He opened his mouth and said: “A psalm, a song for the Sabbath day” (Ps 92:1).

The second song was recited by Moses, together with the Children of Israel, on the day when the Lord of the World divided for them the Red Sea. They all opened their mouths in unison and recited a song, as it is written: “Then sang Moses and the Children of Israel this song” (Exod 15:1).

The third song was recited by the Children of Israel when the well of water was given to them, as it is written, “Then sang Israel this song” (Num 21:17).

The fourth song was recited by Moses the prophet when his time had come to depart from the world, and he reproved with it the people of the house of Israel, as it is written: “Give ear, O heavens, and I will speak” (Deut 32:1).

The fifth song was recited by Joshua the son of Nun, when he waged war against Gibeon and the sun and the moon stood still for him for thirty-six hours. They ceased reciting [their] song, and he opened his mouth and recited [his] song, as it is written: “Then sang Joshua before the Lord” (Josh 10:12).

The sixth song was recited by Barak and Deborah on the day when the Lord delivered Sisera and his host into the hand of the Children of Israel, as it is written: “And Deborah and Barak the son of Abinoam sang” (Judg 5:1).

The seventh song was recited by Hannah, when a son was granted her from before the Lord, as it is written: “Hannah prayed in prophecy and said” (1 Sam 2:1).

The eighth song was recited by David, king of Israel, concerning all the wonders which the Lord wrought for him. He opened his mouth and recited the song, as it is written: “David sang in prophecy before the Lord” (2 Sam 22:1).

The ninth song was recited by Solomon, the king of Israel, in the Holy Spirit before the Sovereign of all the World, the Lord.

The tenth song will be recited by the children of the exile when they depart from their exiles, as is clearly written by Isaiah the prophet: “You shall have this song of joy, as on the night when the festival of Passover is sanctified, and [you shall have] gladness of heart, like the people who go to appear before the Lord three times in the year with all kinds of musical instruments and [with] the sound of the pipe, [who go] ascend into the Mountain of the Lord, and to worship before the Mighty One of Israel” (Is 30:29).27



According to this list, the story of Israel—and indeed that of the whole world—will culminate in the establishment of God’s order, characterized by the return of Israel from the nations to worship the Lord in Jerusalem.28 May the chorus of different voices brought together in the present volume—certainly not a four-part harmony—contribute to the ongoing discussion of this important topos.
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Yet the Sun Will Rise Again

Reflections on the Exile and Restoration in Second Temple Judaism, Jesus, Paul, and the Church Today

N. T. WRIGHT


THIS CHAPTER ATTEMPTS TO TRACE ONE PARTICULAR THEME, that of a continuing “exile,” from Second Temple Judaism through early Christianity, and to indicate some of the challenges this seems to pose in the present day. The treatment will of course be selective, focusing on pre-Christian Jewish views, on Jesus, and on Paul. Even in those areas it will naturally have to concentrate on highlights. My argument, in line with previous forays into the same area, is that the majority of Second Temple Jews saw themselves as living within an ongoing exile. Both Jesus and Paul drew on this theme. Jesus believed that he himself was bringing this state to an end; Paul believed that Jesus had indeed accomplished it. If we today are to understand their work we need to grasp the whole concept, what it meant and what it means.1


ISRAEL AND THE UNENDING DUSK: THE CONTINUING EXILE


Whatever the underlying causes of resistance to the idea of continuing exile, it remains the case that previous attempts, by myself and several others, have not yet convinced the doubters. Let us then assemble the argument one more time.2

The fundamental study remains that of O. H. Steck. I suspect from some of the reactions to this theme of a continuing exile that his book has remained unread. “All Israel,” he wrote, summarizing the widespread Second Temple viewpoint, “is still in Exile just as before, whether she now finds herself in the Land, which others rule, or in the Diaspora.”3 There is more support for this overall hypothesis of a continuing exile, seen as a political and theological state rather than just a geographical one, than I had realized in earlier publications.4

This cuts clean across those who, reading what I and others have said, have spoken of this notion of continuing exile as an image or metaphor, an idea from the miscellaneous Jewish past picked up here to illuminate a different situation.5 It can of course be used that way, and obviously was and indeed still is, but that is not the basic point. The basic point I, and others, have made is that within the continuing narrative that a great many Jews believed themselves to be living in, many Second Temple Jews interpreted that part of the continuing narrative in which they were living in terms of the so-called Deuteronomic scheme of sin—exile—restoration. They understood their place as still somewhere in the middle stage of exile looking forward to the restoration but being shackled at the ankles by their past sins—both corporately and individually. This remains true whether, for them, exile was in fact a geographical reality, as for many in the Diaspora (though we recognize that many Jews were quite comfortable away from the land and did not see distance as a destitution in need of a reconstitution), whether they were aware of the continuing theological and cultural oppression of foreign nations as indicating that Daniel 9 had not yet been fulfilled (which we shall see to be true for a great many), or whether they believed that in some sense they themselves were the advance guard of the “real return from exile,” indicating that it had been going on right up to their time and still was for everyone except themselves (as in Qumran). Whichever of these viewpoints is true, the point remains that the theological awareness of being at a particular stage within the overall continuing narrative, coupled with the exegetical awareness of a large-scale Deuteronomic prophecy being worked out was at the heart of the worldview of many Second Temple Jews (if their literature is allowed to speak for them, that is).

While no doubt we can go on fine-tuning the details of what kind of exile people thought they were living in, the greatest resistance to the overall construal I and others have put forward is not, I think, to do with those details but rather with the sense of the overall narrative itself.

The seventy weeks of Daniel 9. The proper starting point is Daniel 9. Within the fictive scenario of the book, the exiled Daniel has poured out his heart and soul in prayer, insisting that it must be time for the exile to end, because Jeremiah predicted that it would last for seventy years, and that time is now up.6 The prayer retells the sorry story in terms of the law of Moses, strongly echoing Deuteronomy 28–29:

All Israel has transgressed your law and turned aside, refusing to obey your voice. So the curse and the oath written in the law of Moses, the servant of God, have been poured out upon us, because we have sinned against you. He has confirmed his words, which he spoke against us and against our rulers, by bringing upon us a calamity so great that what has been done against Jerusalem has never before been done under the whole heaven. Just as it is written in the law of Moses, all this calamity has come upon us. (Dan 9:11-13)7


“Daniel” is thus positioning himself and his people within the continuous narrative promised by Moses. It is not that Deuteronomy promised, in general terms, that “disobedience would bring exile,” as though this were something that might just happen every so often in a miscellaneous fashion, unconnected with any larger narrative. Rather, Deuteronomy set out, briefly in Deuteronomy 4, fully in Deuteronomy 27–30, and then again in the great poem of Deuteronomy 32 and its flanking chapters of Deuteronomy 31; 33, a single historical sequence, which—though it has taken hundreds of years!—has eventually come to pass.8 The prayer of Daniel 9 takes its stand within this single narrative at the point of transition from the end of Deuteronomy 29 to the start of Deuteronomy 30. All these things have happened to us, says Daniel, because we were unfaithful, and God did what he said he would do. But now we appeal to that same covenantal faithfulness of his to bring us through and out the other side. If we return with all our heart and soul, calling the blessings and the curses to mind in the lands to which we have been driven, then Deuteronomy tells us what ought to happen next:

The LORD your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you, gathering you again from all the people among whom the LORD your God has scattered you. Even if you are exiled to the ends of the world, from there the LORD your God will gather you, and from there he will bring you back. The LORD your God will bring you into the land that your ancestors possessed, and you will possess it. (Deut 30:3-5)9


That is what “Daniel” is now hoping for. Deuteronomy promised it; Jeremiah said it would come in seventy years; so please, God willing, may it happen right now:

And now, O Lord our God, who brought your people out of the land of Egypt with a mighty hand and made your name renowned even to this day—we have sinned, we have done wickedly. O Lord, in view of all your righteous acts, let your anger and wrath, we pray, turn away from your city Jerusalem, your holy mountain; because of our sins and the iniquities of our ancestors, Jerusalem and your people have become a disgrace among all our neighbors. Now therefore, O our God, listen to the prayer of your servant and to his supplication, and for your own sake, Lord, let your face shine upon your desolated sanctuary. Incline your ear, O my God, and hear. Open your eyes and look at our desolation and the city that bears your name. We do not present our supplication before you on the ground of our righteousness, but on the ground of your great mercies. O Lord, hear; O Lord, forgive; O Lord, listen and act and do not delay! For your own sake, O my God, because your city and your people bear your name! (Dan 9:15-19)10


It is one of the greatest prayers in the biblical tradition. And, like another that would press such a claim, it doesn’t receive the hoped-for answer. The cup does not pass from Jesus in Gethsemane; and the time is not yet for Daniel and his friends to receive the full blessing of restoration promised in Deuteronomy 30. Yes, Jeremiah had said seventy years; but actually there is a greater time still in prospect, seventy times seven:


[The man Gabriel] came and said to me, “Daniel, I have now come out to give you wisdom and understanding. At the beginning of your supplications a word went out, and I have come to declare it, for you are greatly beloved. So consider the word and understand the vision:

“Seventy weeks are decreed for your people and your holy city: to finish the transgression, to put an end to sin, and to atone for iniquity, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal both vision and prophet, and to anoint a most holy place. Know therefore and understand: from the time that the word went out to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until the time of an anointed prince, there shall be seven weeks; and for sixty-two weeks it shall be built again with streets and moat, but in a troubled time. After the sixty-two weeks, an anointed one shall be cut off and shall have nothing, and the troops of the prince who is to come shall destroy the city and the sanctuary. Its end shall come with a flood, and to the end there shall be war. Desolations are decreed. He shall make a strong covenant with many for one week, and for half of the week he shall make sacrifice and offering cease; and in their place shall be an abomination that desolates, until the decreed end is poured out upon the desolator.” (Dan 9:22-27)



This is neither what “Daniel” wants nor when he wants it. Instead of seventy years, four hundred and ninety. Instead of the restoration he had imagined, a flurry of frightening events, with wars and devastations and only a hint, at the very end, that a “decreed end” will finish for good those who have been oppressing God’s people.

Now it is of course regularly understood that the actual setting for this book, and this prayer, is the time of the Maccabean revolt. The author of 1 Maccabees refers specifically to this passage when he speaks of Antiochus Epiphanes setting up an “abomination that desolates” in the holy place (1 Macc 1:54). How the calculation is then worked out, however, is not clear: four hundred and ninety years before 167 BCE is 657 BCE, a full sixty years before Nebuchadnezzar took the city in 597, and seventy before he destroyed it in 587. But it was precisely that sort of calculation that Daniel 9 set in motion, teasing pious Jews for the next three hundred years with the challenge to work out a riddle. Somehow those 490 years must mean something . . .

And calculate they did. As several scholars have shown, such calculations were a significant feature of the period.11 Roger Beckwith showed in a pair of articles many years ago—and this is evidence not only that many Jews of the time believed in a continuing exile but also that they were indeed thinking in terms of a continuous history—that many of the debates between different schools of thought, including inner-Pharisaic debates, concerned precisely the question of chronology: Have you done your sums right? Do you know when the 490 begins, and hence when it will end? One of the arguments against Akiba’s hailing of Bar-Kokhba as Messiah was that his calculations were wrong. “Grass will be growing from between your jaws, Akiba,” declared Yohanan ben Torta, “before the Son of David comes.”12 But the point, however you calculated it, was this: Jeremiah said that the exile would last seventy years, and Daniel was told that this had to be interpreted as “seventy times seven.” That’s what the text said, and there is abundant evidence that after the time of Daniel—certainly from the mid-second century onwards, through at least to the second century of the Common Era—people were calculating exactly that. Thus, as Beckwith summarizes the situation (and it is remarkable how many people have written about Second Temple Judaism in recent years without showing any recognition of this vital element),

There is strong evidence to show that the Essenes, the Pharisees and the Zealots all thought that they could date, at least approximately, the time when the Son of David would come, and that in each case their calculations were based upon Daniel’s prophecy of the 70 Weeks (Dan 9:24–27), understood as 70 weeks of years. The later attempts of the Christian Fathers to show that this prophecy was fulfilled by the coming of Jesus, and accords with the time at which he came, had therefore a considerable tradition behind them.13


The reason for these calculations can be stated simply and sharply. These different groups of Jews were anxiously trying to work out when Daniel’s “seventy weeks” would be over, not simply because that was when the Messiah would come, but because, as Daniel 9 indicates, that was when the long exile, seventy times longer than Jeremiah had foretold, would finally be complete. In other words, they knew that, despite the geographical “return” in the late sixth century and on to the time of Ezra and Nehemiah in the mid-fifth century BCE, something they still regarded as “exile” was not yet over. And they were reading their own situation, again and again, within the single flow of national narrative they found in Deuteronomy 27–30.14

This is the heart of what I take to be common knowledge both among first-century Jews and among the great majority of scholars of first-century Judaism. This is confirmed time and again by those closest to the texts under discussion: so, for instance, James VanderKam of Notre Dame University: “A common portrait of exile in the apocalyptic literature envisages it as a state of affairs that began at some point near the end of the kingdom of Judah and continued to the author’s day and even beyond.”15

A Qumran passage which appears to develop the same sequence of thought, though in this case is complicated by the interweaving of the “messianic” prophecy of 2 Samuel 7, is 11QTemple 59. The passage opens with a description of the curses that shall come upon Israel: they will find themselves crying and screaming for help “in the lands of their enemies,” but God will not come to their rescue, “for they broke my covenant and their soul loathed my law.” But that will not be the last stage in the narrative. The promise of Deuteronomy is to be blended with biblical promises about the coming Davidic king:

Afterwards they shall come back to me with all their heart and with all their soul, in agreement with all the words of this law, and I will save them from the hand of their enemies and redeem them from the hand of those who hate them, and bring them into the land of their fathers, and I shall redeem them, and multiply them, and rejoice in them. And I shall be their God and they shall be my people. And the king who prostitutes his heart and his eyes (removing them) from my commandments, shall have no-one who will sit on the throne of his fathers, never, because I shall prevent for ever his descendants from governing again in Israel. But if he walks according to my precepts and keeps my commandments and does what is right and good before me, he shall not lack one of his sons to sit on the throne of the kingdom of Israel for ever. And I shall be with him and free him from the hand of those who hate him and from the hand of those who seek to destroy his life; and I shall give to him all his enemies and he shall rule them at his will but they shall not rule him. And I shall place him above and not below, at the head and not the tail, and he will extend his kingdom for many days, he and his sons after him.16


This blend of the Deuteronomic historical sequence with royal promise, making the prophecy about being “the head and not the tail” specific to the king, is, to my knowledge, unique in Second Temple literature, though the elements it thus combines are woven separately into many other passages, as we have seen.

Before we proceed further, we should note that Deuteronomy 27–30 is not the only Pentateuchal passage to carry the promise of a historical sequence culminating in a continuing exile and an ultimate return.17 At the climax of the ordering of Israel’s festivals in Leviticus 23–24 we find Leviticus 25, with its detailed commandment about the sabbatical year, and with that the year of Jubilee, the multiplication of seven by seven, so that the fiftieth year is the time to proclaim liberty throughout the land.18 That is then spelled out in terms of agriculture, property, and the release of slaves. Leviticus 26 picks up this theme with a sudden, and to many readers quite unexpected, burst of what can only be called historical prophecy, in which we find ourselves in the world of the late chapters of Deuteronomy: if you follow my commandments, all will go well (Lev 26:1-13), but if you will not, you will be punished (Lev 26:14-33). And the end of that punishment will be exile: “I will scatter you among the nations, and I will unsheathe the sword against you; your land shall be a desolation, and your cities a waste” (Lev 26:33).

What has this got to do with Israel’s appointed festivals, particularly the great Jubilee that forms the main subject of the previous chapter in Leviticus? Just this, says the writer: that, when you are languishing in exile, the land will enjoy its Sabbaths, making up as it were for lost time (Lev 26:34–35). But—another great biblical “but”—“if they confess their iniquity . . .” then God will remember his covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; he will remember the covenant he made at the exodus; and—this is not said, but it is surely implied—he will rescue them from their continuing exile (Lev 26:40–45).19 There we have a strong parallel with Deuteronomy 26–30, and this time it contains a new element: the land will enjoy its Sabbaths. How many Sabbaths? Well, a Sabbath is seven years; a jubilee comes after seven times seven; for a jubilee of jubilees, the moment of ultimate freedom, suppose we say . . . seventy times seven? And with that, we find ourselves back in Daniel 9. If the God who made the world in six days and rested on the seventh, commanding his people to follow suit, were to liberate his people at last, an ultimate jubilee might make the point exactly.20

What then does “exile” mean, in this continuing sense? Answer: the time of the curse spoken of in Deuteronomy and Leviticus, a curse that lasts as long as Israel is “the tail and not the head,” still subject to the rule, and often the abusive treatment, of foreign nations with their blasphemous and wicked idolatry and immorality. As long (in other words) as the condition of Israel is much like that in Egypt, they will be waiting for the new exodus. As long as Persia, Egypt, Greece, Syria, or Rome are in charge, the exile is not really over. And as long as that exile is not over, we are still in Deuteronomy 29, hoping and praying that Daniel’s 490 years will soon be complete, that the Messiah will come at last, and that—in Daniel’s majestic language—Israel’s God will act in accordance with his righteousness, his faithfulness to the covenant.

The question then is, how do you know when it’s happening? What are the signs? And what if—as the Scrolls in particular strongly imply—the real “return from exile” is happening at last, but secretly and with a small group whose interpretation of key elements of the Torah is the sign that at last Israel is being faithful? I and others have quoted and discussed the relevant Scrolls elsewhere and do not need to repeat that discussion here.21

Ezra 9 and Nehemiah 9. Long before the time of Qumran, though, the same point emerges in texts from the so-called postexilic period. As is noted often enough, both Ezra and Nehemiah, in their great prayers, very similar to the prayer in Daniel 9, speak of a continuing state that is hardly the great liberation the prophets had promised. We are still guilty, confesses Ezra: yes, a remnant has returned, but this is so that God may “brighten our eyes and grant us a little sustenance in our slavery. For we are slaves; yet our God has not forsaken us in our slavery” (Ezra 9:8-9).22 But we are still sinful and guilty. This is hardly the language of forgiveness, of the new covenant promised in Jeremiah 31, of the incredulous delight of Isaiah 54 or Psalm 126. We are back in the land, but we might as well still be with Daniel in Babylon (to put it anachronistically in terms of the probable date of the books in question). So too in the longer prayer of Ezra in Nehemiah 9. The prayer moves from creation to Abraham, on to the exodus and, despite rebellion, into the Promised Land at last; then on to the continuing rebellion that produced the exile, just as had been warned; and now, at last, “here we are, slaves to this day— slaves in the land that you gave to our ancestors to enjoy its fruit and its good gifts” (Neh 9:36). Here is the dilemma: the prophecies have let us down, and though we are back in our own land the promises about being blessed in that land have not come to pass. Instead, “its rich yield goes to the kings whom you have set over us” (Neh 9:37; this is a direct reference to Deut 28:33, 51; in other words, the prayer is locating “us” still firmly on the exilic time sequence in the key prophetic passage). These kings “have power also over our bodies and over our livestock and their pleasure, and we are in great distress” (Neh 9:37). This cannot be the time that Isaiah 40–55 had in mind, or the great renewal spoken of in the last twenty or so chapters of Ezekiel. “We are still slaves”; and slaves need an exodus, a fresh act of liberation, a new Moses, a victory over the pagan tyrants who still oppress them.23

Exceptions to the rule? What might count as exceptions to the rule? My case, after all, is certainly not that all Jews throughout the period understood themselves to be living in a state of continuing exile, only that such an understanding was widespread and was particularly likely to be true, generally speaking, of Second Temple Jews, and particularly of Pharisees and Essenes. One might say the same, interestingly, about belief in the bodily resurrection.

Ben Sira might be thought an obvious exception: the great scene in Sirach 50, with Simon son of Onias appearing in the temple, can be read as a sort of fulfillment of the promise of divine splendor being once again displayed, and hence as a sign that the exile is well and truly over.24 That, of course, is what we should expect from an aristocrat writing in the early years of the second century BC, before the trouble with Syria really began. But even in Ben Sira there are signs of an expectation that reaches out toward a fulfillment of prophecy yet to be realized:


Have mercy upon us, O God of all,

and put all the nations in fear of you. . . .

Give new signs, and work other wonders;

make your hand and right arm glorious. . . .

Hasten the day, and remember the appointed time,

and let people recount your mighty deeds. . . .

Gather all the tribes of Jacob,

and give them their inheritance, as at the beginning.

Have mercy, O Lord, on the people called by your name,

on Israel, whom you have named your firstborn;

Have pity on the city of your sanctuary,

Jerusalem, the place of your dwelling [so Hebrew: Greek has “your rest”].

Fill Zion with your majesty,

and your temple with your glory.

Bear witness to those whom you created in the beginning,

and fulfill the prophecies spoken in your name.

Reward those who wait for you

and let your prophets be found trustworthy. (Sir 36:1-2, 6, 10, 13-21)25



What is especially striking about this passage is the repeated sense toward the end that there are unfulfilled prophecies still outstanding. It is important to the writer that the prophets (presumably including Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel) should be proved right in a way that has not yet happened. However splendid the high priest may be, therefore, we should not regard Ben Sira as offering anything like a fully realized eschatology, a claim that prophecy has been fulfilled and the people no longer need to be “gathered.”26

The book of Judith can be cited as another counterexample. The book describes how Nebuchadnezzar’s general Holofernes had struck terror into the hearts of the Judeans, since they had only just returned from exile and reconsecrated the temple and its vessels (Jdt 4:3). When Holofernes makes enquiry about Jerusalem, the Ammonite leader tells him Israel’s story, culminating in the exile that was the result of Israel’s sin, and then says, echoing Deuteronomy (not bad for an Ammonite, though the words are of course put in his mouth by the pious author), “But now they have returned to their God, and have come back from the places where they were scattered, and have occupied Jerusalem, where their sanctuary is” (Jdt 5:19). Fair enough: though we note that the rhetorical force of the book, if indeed it was composed (as is normally thought) in the mid-second century BC, is to place Holofernes in parallel with the new persecutors such as Antiochus Epiphanes. We do not imagine that the book was simply a tale of a heroine from centuries before, without relevance to the continuing pagan threat. But Judith can happily be allowed as a clear apparent exception to the larger pattern.27

What about the books of the Maccabees? It is true that 1 Maccabees uses such exalted language about the results of Simon’s rule (140–134 BCE) that we might well think the promised last days had arrived (1 Macc 14:4-15).28 But the book ends with Simon and his sons getting drunk and being murdered, with the remaining son, John, succeeding him. No sign of the glorious eschaton there. And in 2 Maccabees there is the same strong sense we have seen elsewhere that, despite the dazzling victories of Judas and the establishment of the Hasmonean dynasty, more remains to be done. The “more” in question is once again explicitly linked to Deuteronomy 30:3-5: “We have hope in God that he will soon have mercy on us and will gather us from everywhere under heaven into his holy place, for he has rescued us from great evils and has purified the place” (2 Macc 2:18).29 God has rescued us and purified the place; and he will soon gather us from everywhere and have mercy on us. This sounds very like the “double return” found in Tobit and 1 Enoch.

What about Josephus? Was he not an aristocrat who might have been satisfied with how things had been, at least until those wretched revolutionaries went and ruined it all? By no means: the period of life under Rome was a time of douleia, “slavery,” and it was all Israel’s own fault.30 But there may be a further deliverance yet to come, precisely in line with the prophecies at the end of Deuteronomy.

We may end this survey by picking up from James Scott and Jonathan Goldstein the discussion of the remarkable wall paintings in the synagogue at Dura-Europos, out on the eastern edge of Syria.31 These paintings, from the second and third centuries of the Common Era, include, it is claimed, a depiction of the defeat of the Roman Empire and the rescue of Israel from exile. A second Moses (the Messiah) leads the people to victory over Rome. The paintings look as if they were carefully designed so as not to arouse suspicions; but, like African American spirituals with a deep double meaning, what might have looked like paintings of biblical scenes from long ago should be read as a promise of final restoration after exile.

The objections to this reading of a fairly substantial body of evidence are not strong and seem to me to stem from the usual problem, “we never saw it this way before,” underneath which is the more serious problem, “this might force us to reread some favorite texts.” (It will indeed.) “It is difficult to imagine that in the heady days of Hasmonean success, people still widely perceived themselves to be in exile.”32 Well, imagination has to be educated by evidence; and the evidence points to a very brief time of exhilaration at the Hasmonean success, in which indeed some may have supposed that the promised time of full blessing had virtually arrived. People were eager for signs that the bad times of pagan oppression were over and the good times of freedom, promised so long ago, were here at last. I would ask critics to face the question: Would any serious-thinking first-century Jew claim that the promises of Isaiah 40–66, or of Jeremiah, Ezekiel, or Zechariah, had been fulfilled? That the power and domination of paganism had been broken? That YHWH had already returned to Zion? That the covenant had been renewed and Israel’s sins forgiven? That the long-awaited “new exodus” had happened? That the second temple was the true, final, and perfect one? Or—in other words—that the exile was really over? Various books of the period explicitly question or challenge the adequacy, or even the God-givenness, of the second temple.33 That is why the writings at Qumran see the sect as the secret advance guard of the real return from exile, which of course implies that the rest of Israel is exiled still.

The point of all this is not that the exile functioned in this period as an example, an illustration from the past of the way in which YHWH might perhaps work; nor was it just an idea, a type or image that might have been useful in formulating a soteriology that “really” consisted in something else. The point is that Jewish eschatology in the Second Temple period focused on the hope that that which had happened in the Babylonian exile, the triumph of paganism over Israel because of its sins, was still the dominant state of affairs but would at last be undone.




THE TEMPLE IN THE CONTINUING EXILE


The temple in Jerusalem was the focus of the whole Jewish life and way of life. A good deal of Torah was about what to do in the temple, and the practice of Torah in the Diaspora itself could be thought of in terms of gaining, at a distance, the blessings you would gain if you were actually there—the blessing, in other words, of the sacred presence itself, the Shekinah, the glory which dwelt in the temple but would also dwell “where two or three study Torah.”34 An equivalent move was undertaken in Qumran: the sect was to be seen as “a human temple” in which “works of law” are to be offered.35 Synagogues were often built so that they pointed toward the temple or otherwise indicated their relation to it.36 Far-off Jews collected temple tax and transported it to Jerusalem so that they might take part in the sacrificial cult personally, albeit at a distance.37 Long centuries after the temple had been destroyed, some continued to regard the activity of studying the laws concerning temple worship as the functional equivalent of taking part in the long-defunct liturgy.38 It would be a mistake to suppose that just because Pharisees developed strong temple substitutes (in part, no doubt, because of their frustration with the Sadducees who were actually running the temple) they therefore disregarded the institution itself. Far from it. Like Philo, they could produce (as it were) allegorical equivalents of the concrete reality, but the concrete reality still mattered. The wrong people might be in charge of it, but the temple was still the temple.

The temple as God’s dwelling. The point of the temple—and this is where I want to develop considerably further what was said in my earlier works—is that it was the meeting point of heaven and earth, the place where Israel’s God, YHWH, had long ago promised to put his name, to make his glory present. The temple, and before it the wilderness tabernacle, were thus heirs, within the biblical narrative, to moments like Jacob’s vision, the discovery that a particular spot on earth could intersect with, and be the gateway into, heaven itself (Gen 28:10-22). In the later period, even synagogues could sometimes be thought of as meeting places between heaven and earth; how much more the temple itself.39 The temple was not simply a convenient place to meet for worship. It was not even just the “single sanctuary,” the one place where the One God was to be worshiped with sacrifice.40 It was the place above all where the twin halves of the good creation intersected. When you went up to the temple, it was not as though you were “in heaven.” You were actually there. That was the point. Israel’s God did not have to leave heaven in order to come down and dwell in the wilderness tabernacle or the Jerusalem temple. In fact, however surprising it may be for modern Westerners to hear it, within the worldview formed by the ancient Scriptures heaven and earth were always made to work together, to interlock and overlap. There might in principle be many places and ways in which this could happen, but the Jewish people had believed, throughout the millennium prior to Jesus, that the Jerusalem temple was the place and the means par excellence of this strange and powerful mystery.41

The roots of this temple belief go back to the very heart of the great controlling narrative: passover, exodus, freedom, Sinai, covenant, and homecoming.42 Within the book of Exodus, no sooner had the children of Israel come out of Egypt and been given the law on Mount Sinai than Moses was given instructions on how to construct the tabernacle. This, he was told, was the point of bringing them out in the first place:

And they shall know that I am YHWH their God, the one who brought them out from the land of Egypt so that I might dwell in their midst. I am YHWH their God.” (Ex 29:46 NRSV, altered)43


“That I might dwell in their midst”; the Hebrew for “dwell” is shkn, from the same root as mshkn, “tabernacle.”44 That was the aim of the whole thing: that the people rescued from slavery and formed by Torah might be the people in whose midst the living God would pitch his tabernacle, would “dwell” (an apparently insignificant word that, in its early Christian reappropriation, needs to be heard as resonating with this entire harmony). There was, of course, an unfortunate digression. Israel’s sin with the golden calf, a ghastly parody of the presence of the true God with his people, caused YHWH to threaten not to dwell in their midst after all, nor to go with them into the Promised Land. This provoked the great crisis, and Moses’ great prayer, recorded in Exodus 32–34. But the tabernacle was eventually constructed according to plan—even though it now had to be placed outside the camp. There is something of a sigh of relief as the book of Exodus then reaches its climax:

The cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of YHWH filled the tabernacle. Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting because the cloud settled upon it, and the glory of YHWH filled the tabernacle. Whenever the cloud was taken up from the tabernacle, the Israelites would set out on each stage of their journey; but if the cloud was not taken up, then they did not set out until the day that it was taken up. For the cloud of YHWH was on the tabernacle by day, and fire was in the cloud by night, before the eyes of all the house of Israel at each stage of their journey. (Ex 40:34-38 NRSV, altered)


The cloud and fire had been present before, of course, leading them out of Egypt, but now these strange symbols of YHWH’s presence had found a permanent residence.

This in turn was basic to the understanding of Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem. At its dedication, this temple, like the tabernacle before it, was filled with the sign of YHWH’s presence:

When the priests came out of the holy place, a cloud filled the house of YHWH, so that the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud; for the glory of YHWH filled the house of YHWH. (1 Kings 8:10-11 NRSV, altered)45


This is then repeated in the famous scene of Isaiah’s vision:


In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord, sitting on a throne, high and lifted up; and the hem of his robe filled the temple. Seraphs were in attendance above him, each with six wings. With two they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they flew. And they were crying to one another,


“Holy, holy, holy is YHWH Sebaoth;

the whole earth is full of his glory.”



The pivots on the thresholds shook at the voices of those who called, and the house filled with smoke. And I said, “Woe is me . . .” (Is 6:1-5 NRSV, altered)



These are the scenes that provide a backdrop for all the language in the Psalms about YHWH choosing Zion, and the temple, as the place to dwell, to “place his name there,” to “let his glory dwell there,” to have as “his inheritance”:


For YHWH has chosen Zion;

he has desired it for his habitation:

“This is my resting place forever;

here I will dwell, for I have desired it.” (Ps 132:13-14 NRSV, altered)46



Again, stressing that the “name” of YHWH will be in the temple, we find Solomon’s speech immediately after that filling of the house with the power and the glory of YHWH:

Blessed be YHWH, the God of Israel, who with his hand has fulfilled what he promised with his mouth to my father David, saying, “Since the day that I brought my people Israel out of Egypt, I have not chosen a city from any of the tribes of Israel in which to build a house, that my name might be there; but I chose David to be over my people Israel.” My father David had it in mind to build a house for the name of YHWH, the God of Israel. But YHWH said to my father David, “You did well to consider building a house for my name; nevertheless, you shall not build the house, but your son who shall be born to you shall build the house for my name.” Now YHWH has upheld the promise that he made; for I have risen in the place of my father David; I sit on the throne of Israel, as YHWH promised, and have built the house for the name of YHWH, the God of Israel. There I have provided a place for the ark, in which is the covenant of YHWH that he made with our ancestors when he brought them out of the land of Egypt. (1 Kings 8:15-21 NRSV, altered)47


It would be hard to overestimate the lasting power of this combination of ideas—and not just ideas, either, but literally facts on the ground. Here is David’s son Solomon, fulfilling the promises made about the house that David would make for God and the house that God would make for David, a combined promise that echoed down through Second Temple Judaism and on into the New Testament.48 Here is the temple itself, filled with the powerful glory, that is, the personal presence in power and glory, of YHWH himself.49 This is the place that will now be the place of sacrifice, the place toward which prayer will be offered, even from far away,50 the place of wisdom,51 the place from which blessing or deliverance will come.52

The temple and cosmos. The temple was a microcosm of the whole creation. We do not have many artifacts from the Second Temple period with which to form an impression of the visual symbolic world of the day, but we have enough descriptions of the temple to know that it was quite deliberately constructed so as to reflect the whole creation, the stars in the heavens on the one hand and the multiplicity of beautiful vegetation on the other. As one recent writer has summarized it:

The rest of the iconography that filled the Temple from its very beginning—the carvings of cherubim, palm trees, and open flowers in the inner shrine, the central hall, and on the doors leading into both rooms, the lily work, the lattice work, and the pomegranates on the bronze pillars, the bronze oxen under the molten sea, and the cherubim, lions, palm trees, oxen, and wreaths on the moveable basin frames, and at some point the pole-mounted seraphim—all had a symbolic significance.53


Thus the throne of cherubs on which YHWH’s presence was supposed to rest was designed to indicate his rule as divine king, lord of the whole world, with cherubim and seraphim expressing the awesome power of his presence. Josephus describes the curtain in the second temple that represented an image of the universe, covered with symbolic colored embroidery and mystical figures. In the Holy of Holies itself were three wonderful works of art: the lampstand, whose seven branches represented the seven planets; the table, on which the twelve loaves represented the circle of the Zodiac and the year; and the altar of incense, on which were thirteen spices, from every part of land and sea, signifying, Josephus declares, that “all things are of God and for God.”54 Likewise, the Wisdom of Solomon describes the robe of Aaron, the first high priest, as depicting “the whole world” (holos ho kosmos).55

The temple and king. If the cosmic significance of the temple is the first main point to be made about Israel’s central symbol, the second is much more sharply focused. The temple was inextricably bound up, in Jewish thought from a thousand years before Paul, with the royal house of David. It was David who conceived the idea of the temple, even though it was Solomon who built it; Chronicles in particular emphasizes that David had the entire scheme laid out for Solomon to implement, rather like God showing Moses the plan of the tabernacle on the mountain so that he could go down and get to work. There is here an echo, perhaps, of the figure of wisdom in Proverbs 8, being at the right hand of the Creator and bringing his plans to birth: Moses, like Solomon, is the truly wise man, and indeed both Moses and Solomon enlist, for the construction of their respective buildings, the services of men who are said to be especially equipped with the divine spirit and wisdom.56 Indeed, Solomon’s prayer for wisdom is intimately connected to his building of the temple. That project appears in the narrative as the primary, or at least the first, answer his prayer receives.57

For the next thousand years the question of kingship and the question of temple are tied closely together.58 The division of the kingdom in the generation after Solomon created a major problem for the split Israelite world that resulted, as the northern tribes had to create a replacement for the single sanctuary as part of their breaking away from David’s house. Threats to the temple were threats to the king, and vice versa; conversely, the two kings seen as heroic by the Deuteronomic historian are Hezekiah and Josiah, who reform the temple, its worship, and its central place in the life of Judah.59 The destruction of the temple by the Babylonians goes hand in hand with the overthrow of the monarchy, and the rebuilding after the partial return from Babylonian exile is entrusted to Zerubbabel—though the puzzle of the second temple, to which we shall return presently, was part of the problem that meant that the Davidic house was not restored to its former glory.60

There was then a hiatus until the second century BCE, when Judas Maccabaeus cleansed and restored the temple after its desecration by Antiochus Epiphanes. This at one fell swoop legitimated his family as rulers, indeed priests as well as kings, for the next hundred years, despite the fact of their belonging neither to the royal tribe of Judah nor the high-priestly family of Zadok. Arguably, one of the motives of Herod the Great in rebuilding the temple to be the most stunning piece of architecture in the ancient world was the hope that, despite even less auspicious ancestry, he might legitimate at least his successors as the true kings of the Jews.61 The question of kingship hung ominously over the first century along with the question of the temple, which was scarcely completed in its new magnificence before the Romans finally burned it down once and for all. But the memory of the royal vocation of temple building continued.

All this is reflected in many texts of the relevant periods and would have been as well known—common coin, one might say—among Jews of the day, especially biblically literate ones, as it is relatively unknown and unreflected on by today’s Western world, including much of today’s biblical scholarship. It is highly significant for our understanding of Jesus and Paul, and their reuse of the temple motif at various key points, that temple and (Davidic) messiahship go together.

The temple and new creation. The two themes so far noted—temple and cosmos, temple and king—are both implicated in the third theme, of special importance for the study of the whole Second Temple period and, not least, the rise and self-understanding of the early Christian movement. What happens to the worldview that was focused on the temple when the king was killed and the temple destroyed? Answer: it threatens to fall apart: YHWH has abandoned the temple to its fate, thereby removing his presence from Israel and leaving nation and king to their fate. The worldview can be put back together again only with the help of prophecies about the coming new temple—which will, of course, mean both the work of the true king and the restoration of the true cosmos. New temple, new king, new creation: that is the combined promise of the exilic prophets. Israel’s God will return to his temple at last, the temple that the coming king will build. Then, and only then, the new Genesis will come about.62 That is the promise, too, of the so-called postexilic prophets.

The point of all this, for our present purposes, is to say: all this would, again, be common coin, second nature, to Jews of the period who were soaked in Scripture and who were living as it were within the implicit narrative of the temple. To those who pored over Torah night and day, looking for the consolation of Israel, this combination of motifs—temple, presence, glory, kingship, wisdom, creation, exile, rebuilding, and unfulfilled promise—would be part of their mental and emotional furniture. Touch one and you touch them all. Torah itself intersected with them all, being the true repository of wisdom; wisdom itself was the secret of creation, and both together constituted the divine presence.63

All the other symbols of ancient Israel and Second Temple Judaism gathered around this majestic, potent building, and from it they took their meaning and power. And this was where the great narratives clustered, the stories upon which the Jewish people had already been living for centuries before Jesus of Nazareth or Saul of Tarsus came along, narratives that had developed fresh resonances in the years immediately before their day and would, through their agency, develop significantly new ones as they radically altered it and rebuilt it.




JESUS AND THE BREAK OF DAWN: THE VICTORY OF GOD


Nobody in Jesus’ day would have claimed that the visions of Isaiah, Jeremiah, or Ezekiel had been fulfilled. The Babylons of this world had not been defeated, and Israel was not free. This real “return from exile”—that is, this complete liberation—would, of course, involve the return of YHWH to Zion. Prophet after prophet says so; nowhere in Second Temple literature, as I have demonstrated, this time hopefully convincingly, does anyone claim that it has actually happened. The Maccabees cleansed the temple, but it remained an empty, albeit restored, temple. The prophets, moreover, interpreted the exile as the punishment for Israel’s sin; the end of exile would, therefore, be “the forgiveness of sins.” It would mean Israel’s redemption, evil’s defeat, and YHWH’s return.

Kingdom stories of exile and restoration. Exile and restoration was the central drama that Israel believed itself to be acting out. Jesus belongs exactly within that drama. He fittingly told stories about the kingdom of God, centered on himself, bent on putting to rights all that Israel’s sins had torn asunder. For Jesus to say “the kingdom of God is at hand” (Mt 4:17 ESV) was to supply the missing line in the story that Second Temple Jews wanted to hear. One of the main kingdom themes informing Jesus’ stories was his belief that the real return from exile for the people, and the real return of YHWH to Zion, were happening in and through his own work.64 In his parables, Jesus invited his hearers to become part of that story. His radical narrative summoned all and sundry to celebrate with him the real return from exile, the real forgiveness of sins. He was offering the latter precisely because he was enacting the former.

Jesus’ stories, along with the rest of his teaching, warned his contemporaries that failure to come his way would result in ruin. He stood in the great tradition of Israel’s prophets, notably Elijah and Jeremiah. His story had two possible endings, between which his hearers had to choose. If they followed his way, the way of peace, they would be the light of the world, the city set on a hill that could not be hidden. This, after all, was Israel’s original calling, its true vocation, to be for God a kingdom of priests (Ex 19). If they went the other way, as Jesus saw many of his contemporaries eager to do, they would call down on themselves the wrath of Rome. Jesus, like Amos or Jeremiah, warned that Rome’s wrath would constitute God’s wrath. To follow his teachings, his subversive wisdom, would be the only way to build the house on the rock. To follow the would-be prophets who were leading Israel into nationalist revolution would cause the house to fall with a great crash.

As a case in point of what I am proposing, consider a son who goes off in disgrace into a far country and then comes back, only to find the welcome challenged by another son who has stayed put (Lk 15:11-32). The overtones are so strong that we surely cannot ignore them. This is the story of Israel, in particular of exile and restoration. It corresponds closely to the narrative grammar which underlies the exilic prophets, and the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, and a good deal of subsequent Jewish literature, and which must therefore be seen as formative for Second Temple Judaism. The exodus itself is the ultimate backdrop: Israel goes off into a pagan country, becomes a slave, and then is brought back to its own land. But exile and restoration is the main theme.

As we saw above, in Jesus’ day many, if not most, Jews regarded the exile as still continuing. What was Israel to do? Why, to repent of the sin that had driven it into exile, and to return to YHWH with all its heart.65 Who would stand in its way, to prevent its return? The mixed multitude, not least the Samaritans, who had remained in the land while the people were in exile.66 But Israel would return, humbled and redeemed: sins would be forgiven, the covenant renewed, the temple rebuilt, and the dead raised. What its God had done for it in the exodus—always the crucial backdrop for Jewish expectation—he would at last do again, even more gloriously. YHWH would finally become king, and would do for Israel, in covenant love, what the prophets had foretold.67

And the story of the prodigal says, quite simply: this hope is now being fulfilled—but it does not look like what was expected. Israel went into exile because of its own folly and disobedience, and is now returning simply because of the fantastically generous, indeed prodigal, love of its God. But this is a highly subversive retelling. The real return from exile, including the real resurrection from the dead, is taking place, in an extremely paradoxical fashion, in Jesus’ own ministry. Those who grumble at what is happening are cast in the role of the Jews who did not go into exile and who opposed the returning people. They are, in effect, virtually Samaritans. The true Israel is coming to its senses, and returning to its father, as Jeremiah had foretold (Jer 31:18-20); and those who oppose this great movement of divine love and grace are defining themselves as outside the true people. These give to the story a sense of depth and resonance. But the main line remains clear. Israel’s history is turning its long-awaited corner; this is happening within the ministry of Jesus himself; and those who oppose it are the enemies of the true people of God.

Reconstructed symbols. Jesus not only told stories that indicated that in and through his work Israel’s God was restoring his people. He also reworked the key symbols of Second Temple Judaism. Jesus did not, in other words, invent new symbols out of thin air, as though he were detached from Judaism. He took the already existing symbols and reconstructed them to embody his vision of the long-awaited redemption he believed God was at last bringing about. These symbols focus on how Jesus redefined who Israel is, what the land and Torah are, and where the temple really is.

Israel. There is now growing agreement that the category of “the Twelve” goes back to Jesus himself, and that it signifies his intention to remake the people of God.68 The fact of their being twelve carries an implicit meaning about the place of Jesus himself in the whole system. He is not himself one of the Twelve, not even primus inter pares. He stands over against them, calling them into being; they are the beginnings of the reconstituted Israel insofar as they are his followers. It is important not to read too much into this, but equally important not to read too little. I suggest that the natural implication is that they are “Israel” because he is Israel.69 The call of the Twelve is undoubtedly saying that this is where YHWH was at last restoring his people.

Thus, when Jesus called the Twelve, took them up into the hills, and told them that they were his special, close followers, through whom he wished to operate, anyone hearing about such an event would most naturally have interpreted it, not as a foretaste of what the church thinks of as “ordination,” but on the model of other groups that collected up in the hills of Galilee to plan their strategy. We know about such groups from Josephus: holy brigands bent on assisting God in the bringing of his kingdom.

For example, the table fellowship he celebrated could not have been offensive to anyone if he had been simply acting as a private individual. The reason it caused a stir was that his whole ministry presented itself as a national movement of renewal. Instead of eating in strict ritual purity, his table fellowship implied that purity came as a result of eating with him. “Who are my mother and my brothers? . . . Whoever does the will of God” (Mk 3:33, 35): Israel was being redefined around him. Jesus restores to membership in Israel those who had been on the margins of the holy society, whether through physical defects (compare 1QSa 2:4-9) or moral or social blemishes. Jesus’ physical contact with lepers, with the woman suffering from the hemorrhage, with corpses, and so on, rendered him technically unclean, just as did his eating with Matthew, or with Zacchaeus. Those two stories, in fact, could be seen as paradigmatic for this aspect of the ministry. Jesus identifies himself with sinful Israel and thus contracts its uncleanness: nevertheless, when he emerges from Zacchaeus’s house to face the accusing crowd, it is not he who is unclean but Zacchaeus who is “a son of Abraham.” The miracles and the welcome to outcasts thus invite the same interpretation as I have given to the call of the Twelve. They only make sense if Jesus, who eats with the sinners, is himself the center-point of the reconstituted Israel that is being called into existence.

Land and Torah. Jesus also redefined the symbol of land. Jesus urged his followers to abandon their possessions, which in his world mostly meant land. A rich ruler comes to him and asks, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” (Lk 18:18). The rich landowner asked the question in light of Deuteronomy 30:19-20 (NRSV, altered):

I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving YHWH your God, obeying him, and holding fast to him; for that means life to you and length of days, so that you may live in the land that YHWH swore to give to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.


The rich ruler is ultimately concerned with acquiring and retaining his land holdings. Consider Deuteronomy 30:3-6 (NRSV, altered):


Then YHWH your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you, gathering you again from all the peoples among whom YHWH your God has scattered you. Even if you are exiled to the ends of the world, from there YHWH your God will gather you, and from there he will bring you back. YHWH your God will bring you into the land that your ancestors possessed, and you will possess it; he will make you more prosperous and numerous than your ancestors.

Moreover, YHWH your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, so that you will love YHWH your God with all your heart and with all your soul, in order that you may live.



Obedience to the law results in God’s favor. God’s favor results in a return from exile and the regathering of all who were scattered, of whom the young ruler may have counted himself among, and the repossession of the land along with a greater prosperity. “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” the young ruler asks, and Jesus tells him to sell everything he owns and give it to the poor (Lk 18:22). The very thing the young ruler tried to retain, namely his land, and the very reward for being obedient to God’s law, apart from long life, Jesus instructed him to give up and to give to the poor. Here as elsewhere Jesus has redefined what the symbol of land is. The focus of land was being transferred, it seems, to restored human beings. Jesus offered an “inheritance,” and greater possessions than they would have abandoned; but he construed this in terms of human lives and communities that were being renewed through the coming of the kingdom. The pearl of great price was available for those who sold everything else (Mt 13:45-46); among the things that would have to be sold was the symbol of sacred land itself. It was swallowed up in the eschatological promise that YHWH was now to be king of all the earth. Here we see what Paul saw, that the inheritance of the land has now, through the Messiah Jesus, been extended to all the earth.

This points across to the similar question asked by a lawyer, to which Jesus answers with the parable of the “good Samaritan.” The commands to love God and to love one’s neighbor echo, of course, both the Shema of Deuteronomy 6 and the command about neighbors in Leviticus 19:

Speak to all the congregation of the people of Israel and say to them: You shall be holy, for I YHWH your God am holy. You shall each revere your mother and father, and you shall keep my sabbaths: I am YHWH your God. Do not turn to idols or make cast images for yourselves: I am YHWH your God. . . . You shall not steal; you shall not deal falsely; and you shall not lie to one another. And you shall not swear falsely by my name, profaning the name of your God: I am YHWH. . . . You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will incur guilt yourself. (Lev 19:2-4, 11-12, 17 NRSV, altered)


At the heart of Leviticus 19 are the commandments. What Jesus did with the lawyer was to redefine what “neighbor” was. Consider Leviticus 19:9-18 (NRSV, altered):


When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not strip your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and the alien: I am YHWH your God.

You shall not steal; you shall not deal falsely; and you shall not lie to one another. And you shall not swear falsely by my name, profaning the name of your God: I am YHWH.

You shall not defraud your neighbor; you shall not steal; and you shall not keep for yourself the wages of a laborer until morning. You shall not revile the deaf or put a stumbling block before the blind; you shall fear your God: I am YHWH.

You shall not render an unjust judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great: with justice you shall judge your neighbor. You shall not go around as a slanderer among your people, and you shall not profit by the blood of your neighbor: I am YHWH.

You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will incur guilt yourself. You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am YHWH.



The lawyer answered correctly that the law was to be read with Deuteronomy 6 and Leviticus 19 as the chief principles, but by implication he was defining “neighbor” narrowly, as a fellow kinsman (which might claim some support from Lev 19). In line with his redefinition of the land, and the notions of kinsfolk and neighbors, Jesus told the parable of the good Samaritan to demonstrate that a neighbor was every fellow human being, precisely because the eschatological promise was that YHWH was becoming king of the entire world.

Torah, of course, was one of the central ways in which Israel was defined. The works of Torah functioned as symbolic praxis, as the set of badges that demonstrated both to observant Jews and to their neighbors that they were indeed people of the covenant. For Jesus, the symbolic praxis that would mark out his followers, and which can therefore be classified as, in that sense, redefined Torah, is set out in such places as the Sermon on the Mount. Forgiveness, itself a telltale sign of covenant renewal (as in Jer 31), lay at the heart of the praxis that was to characterize his redefined Israel.70 This belongs closely with the redefinition of “neighbor.” Jesus envisaged the renewed people of God as being at last a light to the nations, rather than a people to be defined in perpetuity over against the rest of the world.

Temple. All these redefined symbols came together, not surprisingly, in Jesus’ alternative temple symbolism. Until 70 CE the Torah remained firmly in second place, dependent on the temple. Loyalty to temple in Judea functioned in parallel to loyalty to Torah in Galilee and, not least, in the Diaspora.

Jesus’ actions and words in the temple thus functioned symbolically in more or less the same way as his actions and words concerning the Torah. In neither case was he denying that the institution was good, given by Israel’s God, and to be respected. In both cases he was, as it were, pointing to a fulfillment beyond previous imaginings. In that light, the way the systems were operating in his day was bound to come under scrutiny: if the new day was dawning through the work of Jesus himself, things could no longer operate as they had done up to now. There is a straight line here forward to Paul’s wrestling with the law in Galatians 3 and elsewhere. It is vital to realize that neither for Jesus nor for Paul was this a matter of suggesting that there was something “wrong” with temple or Torah. In both cases, it was a critique from within, generated not by a negative analysis of “Judaism” as a “system” or “religion,” but by the basic eschatological claim that Israel’s God was now at last doing what he had promised. The new wine needed new wineskins.

Jesus’ action in the temple (Mk 11) provides the sharp focal point of his redefinition of the temple symbol around himself. It will help to examine first the echoes of Isaiah 56:7 (and Jer 7:11) in Mark 11:17 and its parallels,71 and then the wider echoes of Zechariah in the whole incident.

Mark 11:15-18 describes the scene:


Then they came to Jerusalem. And he entered the temple and began to drive out those who were selling and those who were buying in the temple, and he overturned the tables of the money changers and the seats of those who sold doves; and he would not allow anyone to carry anything through the temple. He was teaching and saying, “Is it not written,


‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations’?

But you have made it a den of robbers.”



And when the chief priests and the scribes heard it, they kept looking for a way to kill him; for they were afraid of him, because the whole crowd was spellbound by his teaching.



The context of the Isaiah passage is the prediction of the full return from exile and all that it would mean:


And the foreigners who join themselves to YHWH,

to minister to him, to love the name of YHWH,

and to be his servants . . .

these will I bring to my holy mountain,

and make them joyful in my house of prayer;

their burnt offerings and their sacrifices

will be accepted on my altar;

for my house shall be called a house of prayer 

for all peoples.

Thus says YHWH,

the God who gathers the outcasts of Israel,

I will gather others to them

besides those already gathered. (Is 56:6-8 NRSV, altered)



This passage belongs with those that predict, as one aspect of Israel’s eventual blessing, the ingathering of the Gentiles into the one people of YHWH.72 It is followed at once, however, by passages strongly critical of the present condition of Israel (Is 56:9-12; 57:1-21). Gentiles are to be welcomed in, but the present people of Israel, especially their supposed leaders and guardians (Is 56:10-11), are under judgment. This offers a natural link into the passage from Jeremiah, which forms part of the sermon denouncing the temple and warning against an unthinking trust in it:


Thus says YHWH of hosts, the God of Israel: Amend your ways and your doings, and let me dwell with you in this place. Do not trust in these deceptive words: “This is the temple of YHWH, the temple of YHWH, the temple of YHWH.”

For if you truly amend your ways and your doings, if you truly act justly one with another, if you do not oppress the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not go after other gods to your own hurt, then I will dwell with you in this place, in the land that I gave of old to your ancestors forever and ever.

Here you are, trusting in deceptive words to no avail. Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, make offerings to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not known, and then come and stand before me in this house, which is called by my name, and say, “We are safe!”—only to go on doing all these abominations? Has this house, which is called by my name, become a den of robbers in your sight? You know, I too am watching, says YHWH. Go now to my place that was in Shiloh, where I made my name dwell at first, and see what I did to it for the wickedness of my people Israel. And now, because you have done all these things, says YHWH, and when I spoke to you persistently, you did not listen, and when I called you, you did not answer, therefore I will do to the house that is called by my name, in which you trust, and to the place that I gave to you and to your ancestors, just what I did to Shiloh. And I will cast you out of my sight, just as I cast out all your kinsfolk, all the offspring of Ephraim. (Jer 7:3-15 NRSV, altered)73



There can be no question about the thrust of this passage. On the one hand, it is a devastating critique of corruption within Jewish society in general. On the other, it is an obvious warning that, as a result, the temple is to be destroyed.74

Jesus’ announcement of the kingdom, and the warnings that went with this announcement, were thus sharply and concretely focused in his echoing of Jeremiah’s warning of coming destruction. This saying gave the most immediate and direct explanation for the symbolic prophetic action that had just taken place, which otherwise might have remained opaque. The present grievous distortion (from Jesus’ point of view) of Israel’s national vocation could lead to only one thing: a destruction of the temple for which the Babylonian invasion, as predicted by Jeremiah, would be the most natural historical backdrop.

Another angle on Jesus’ view of the temple can be seen in his statements about fasting, found in all three Synoptic Gospels.75 Fasting in this period was not, for Jews, simply an ascetic discipline, part of the general practice of piety. It had to do with Israel’s present condition: it was still in exile. More specifically, it had to do with commemorating the destruction of the temple.76 Zechariah’s promise that the fasts would turn into feasts could come true only when YHWH restored the fortunes of his people (Zech 8:19). That, of course, was precisely what Jesus’ cryptic comments implied:


The wedding guests cannot fast while the bridegroom is with them, can they? As long as they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast. . . .

No one sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old cloak; otherwise, the patch pulls away from it, the new from the old, and a worse tear is made. And no one puts new wine into old wineskins; otherwise, the wine will burst the skins, and the wine is lost, and so are the skins; but one puts new wine into fresh skins.77



In other words, the party is in full swing, and nobody wants glum faces at a wedding. This is not a piece of “teaching” about “religion” or “morality”; nor is it the dissemination of a timeless truth. It is a claim about eschatology. The time is fulfilled; the exile is over; the bridegroom is at hand. Jesus’ acted symbol, feasting rather than fasting, brings into public visibility his controversial claim, that in his work Israel’s hope was being realized; more specifically, that in his work the temple was being rebuilt.

The same was true about Jesus’ claim to be able to provide forgiveness.78 This “forgiveness” should not be thought of as a detached, ahistorical blessing, such as might be offered by anyone at any time. Jesus’ offer is not to be construed, as it has been so often, as an attempt to play at “being God”; nor is it to be rejected as unhistorical on the grounds that such an attempt is unthinkable. Forgiveness was an eschatological blessing. If Israel went into exile because of its sins, then forgiveness consists in its returning: returning to YHWH, returning from exile.79 Jesus’ action and claim indicated that this symbol of return was now becoming a reality. If the authors of the Scrolls believed that their group, being the real returned-from-exile people, had received forgiveness of sins,80 it is not a large step to think of an eschatological prophet, such as John the Baptist or Jesus, offering his followers the same thing.

This brings us to the heart of Jesus’ countertemple movement:

The scribe said, “You are right, teacher: you have said truly that he is one, and that there is none beside him; and that to love him with all the heart and with all the understanding and with all the strength, and to love one’s neighbor as oneself, is more than all burnt-offerings and sacrifices.” And when Jesus saw that he had answered intelligently, he said to him: “You are not far from the kingdom of God.” (Mk 12:32-34)81


In context, this can mean only one thing: the kingdom behavior in which Israel’s basic confession of faith is truly fulfilled is worth more than the temple and its sacrificial system. And, since Jesus was claiming to offer the renewed heart, the blessing of the new covenant through which people would at last be able to keep the Shema by loving their God and neighbor, this conversation resonates symbolically with the rest of the evidence. It indicates that, for Jesus, part of the point of the kingdom he was claiming to inaugurate would be that it would bring with it all that the temple offered, thereby redefining what Israel’s greatest symbol was.

Jesus’ practice jumps suddenly into startling and symbolic focus when seen in this light. “My child, your sins are forgiven”:82 that sentence has the effect of a private individual approaching you on the street and offering to issue you with a passport or driver’s license—or, perhaps more appropriately in this case, a private individual approaching a prisoner in jail and offering him a royal pardon, personally signed. From the twentieth-century, late-deist, Western-individual perception, it looks simply as if Jesus is behaving as “God,” dispensing forgiveness from a great metaphysical height. That gives a spurious perception of why such symbolic behavior was shocking. In first-century Jewish reality, the way YHWH forgave sins, as we saw, was ultimately through the officially established and authorized channels of temple and priesthood.83 Jesus was claiming, as Sanders has argued, to be in that sense “speaking for God,” claiming by strong implication that he carried in himself the authority normally vested elsewhere.84

The vindication of the Son of Man. Jesus’ action in the temple constitutes the most obvious act of messianic praxis within the Gospel narratives.85 Jesus was claiming some kind of authority over the temple and its life. Though the chief priests ruled the temple de facto in this period, the scriptural pattern, which we know to have been alive and well in this period not only from texts but from historical movements, spoke of the temple’s ruler being the true Davidic king.

The triumphal entry was not so much a matter of teaching as of symbolic action. Jesus, as we have seen often enough, was as capable as any of his contemporaries of deliberately performing actions that had rich symbolic value. Within his own time and culture, his riding on a donkey over the Mount of Olives, across Kidron, and up to the temple mount spoke more powerfully than words could have done of a royal claim.86 The allusion to Zechariah (and, with that, several other passages) is obvious:


Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion!

Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem!

Lo, your king comes to you;

triumphant and victorious is he,

humble and riding on a donkey,

on a colt, the foal of a donkey.

He will cut off the chariot from Ephraim

and the war horse from Jerusalem;

and the battle bow shall be cut off,

and he shall command peace to the nations;

his dominion shall be from sea to sea,

and from the River to the ends of the earth. (Zech 9:9-10)87



The triumphal entry was thus clearly messianic. Jesus believed that he was Israel’s Messiah, the one through whom YHWH would restore the fortunes of his people. Anyone doing and saying what Jesus did and said must have faced the question: Will I be the one through whom the liberation will come? All the evidence—not least the temple action and the title on the cross—suggests that Jesus answered, “Yes.”

What happens when we integrate this picture with Jesus’ prophetic warnings against the temple in Mark 11:15-19, and his prophetic action against the temple in Mark 11:1-11? The answer is, more or less, Mark 13 and its parallels. Jesus’ temple action is here, too, explained in terms of his messiahship. So closely do they belong together, in fact, that the destruction of the temple—predicted already in symbolic action, and here in Mark 13 as a prophetic oracle—is bound up with Jesus’ own vindication, as prophet and also as Messiah. When his prophecy of its destruction comes true, that event will demonstrate that he was indeed the Messiah who had the authority over it. Jesus, like some other Jewish sectarians, was inviting his hearers to join him in the establishment of the true temple. The Jerusalem temple was under judgment, a judgment that would fall before too long. It is in this context that Jesus’ dramatic action in the temple makes perfect sense: it was an acted parable of judgment, of destruction. The “house” had become a den of lestai, brigands. Jesus, like Jeremiah, whom he quoted, was declaring divine judgment on it.88

The same conclusion is reached by a different route when we consider other sayings that implicitly declare the temple redundant. Jesus quotes Hosea to the effect that what Israel’s God desires is “mercy, not sacrifice.”89 The same point is implied, as we just saw, in the conversation with the scribe in Mark 12:28-34: Jesus was inaugurating a way of life that had no further need of the temple. This remarkable assertion coheres completely with the theme that emerges steadily at the center of Jesus’ story. He was claiming prophetic and messianic authority to pronounce judgment on the temple.

Throughout his public career, Jesus told a story, very much like the implicit narrative of the Scrolls, in which the judgment usually associated with YHWH’s action against the pagan nations would fall on those Jews who were refusing to follow in the new way now being announced. And the judgment which was to come was conceived in classic scriptural terms: invasion and destruction by foreign armies. YHWH, having warned his people beyond patience and beyond hope, has deliberately abandoned them to their fate. Assyria and Babylon had been the instruments of YHWH’s wrath before; now it would be the turn of Rome.

At the same time, the emphasis of Jesus’ announcement of the kingdom was that Israel’s God certainly would vindicate his people, his elect who cried to him day and night. If this were not so, the charge that Jesus’ proclamation (as we have expounded it) was overthrowing the foundations of all things Jewish might seem, despite everything, to have some weight. This, after all, was the basic hope of Israel: that the enemies of the chosen people would be destroyed, and the chosen themselves vindicated. Jesus seems to have been reaffirming this expectation, even though radically redrawing it. How then would the fulfillment come? What form would it take? How would the story proceed to its resolution?

The constant emphasis we find here is that those who had followed Jesus (and, by implication, those who would follow his way in the future) would escape the great coming disaster and would themselves receive the vindication that had been promised to Israel. They would be the ones who would inherit the promise, who would experience the real release from exile. Not only would they be preserved and protected in and through tribulation and persecution; they would be given positions of responsibility, so that in the palingenesia, the great time of renewal, they would sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve tribes.90 Those who had abandoned all in order to follow Jesus would receive back far more than they had lost.91 Israel’s God would speedily vindicate his elect; those who acknowledged Jesus would themselves be acknowledged on the great and terrible day.92

Thus, if Jesus had pronounced judgment on the temple, we should expect a balancing assertion. Jesus would build the new temple; it would consist of his followers.93 The whole of the story, of judgment for those who had not followed Jesus and vindication for those who had, is summed up in the cryptic but frequently repeated saying: the first shall be last, and the last first.94

The so-called Apocalyptic Discourse of Mark 13 and parallels needs to be read in this light. Jesus is not speaking here about a supernatural figure floating downwards on a cloud to bring the space-time world to an end. Rather, he is speaking, as his use of Danielic imagery should have made clear, about the “beasts” that make war on the “people of the saints of the most high,” and about the “son of man” who will be exalted and vindicated over them. The “coming” of the Son of Man is not, therefore, his “coming” from heaven to earth but his coming from earth to heaven, in vindication and exaltation over his enemies. Moreover, just as no interpreter would imagine that Daniel, Jesus, or indeed the author of Revelation envisaged real “beasts” emerging from the Mediterranean, so no interpreter ought to imagine that the “Son of Man” can be interpreted “literally” as a human figure floating on a cloud. The image speaks clearly, to anyone with ears attuned to the first century, of the vindication of the true Israel over its enemies.

It is, then, from Jerusalem that the true Israel must now flee, lest they partake in its destruction (Mk 13:14). It is Jerusalem whose destruction will be the sign that the God whom Jesus has proclaimed is now indeed manifestly the king of the whole earth. According to Jesus, therefore, the real referent of Daniel 7 is the destruction of Jerusalem: the Son of Man will be vindicated, but the fourth beast (the present temple and its hierarchy) will be destroyed. Jerusalem and its leaders have taken on the role of Babylon, Edom, and Antiochus Epiphanes. They are the city whose fall spells the vindication of the true people of Israel’s God. The prophecies of rescue from the tyrant have come true in and for Jesus and in his people. When this city falls they must leave quickly; this is their moment of salvation and vindication.95

Conclusion by way of the cross. So Jesus went to his death, convinced within his own first-century Jewish worldview that Israel’s destiny had devolved on him and that he represented the true Israel in the eyes of God. His death would therefore be the means of drawing to its climax the wrath of God against the nation, forging a way through that wrath and out the other side. All who followed him, who constituted his people, would find rescue from the great and imminent disaster. Those who chose to stick to the path of nationalistic militarism would find that such a route led to death.

Jesus’ understanding of his own death and vindication must be seen in this light. He was drawing together the threads of Israel’s destiny and acting them out in pursuit of one of Israel’s oldest goals and vocations, long forgotten in the dark years of foreign oppression: it was to be the “light to the nations” (Is 42:6). God’s house in Jerusalem was meant to be a “place of prayer for all the nations” (Is 56:7; Mk 11:17); but God would now achieve this though the new temple, which was Jesus himself and his people. As Jesus made clear at the Last Supper, his own death was to be the true and ultimate sacrifice: he would embody in himself the coming destruction (the death of the rebel, at the hands of the occupying forces) that he had predicted for Israel, so that his fellow countrymen might have a way by which to avoid it. Thus the resurrection would be seen as the launch of the real return from exile, the ultimate liberation of the people of God, from the exile that lay deeper than the exile of Egypt or Babylon. Jesus’ disciples were not in the least expecting this kind of fulfillment. A messiah, after all, was supposed to defeat the pagans, not die at their hands. But Jesus had believed all along that he was fighting a different enemy. The resurrection demonstrated that the battle had been won.
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