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  Yes, of course, we do need the New Testament, but why? Why is the Old Testament not enough? By asking that question, I am reversing the one Christians ask under their breath, the question whether we need the Old Testament, or whether the New Testament isn’t enough.


  Two bishops once met in a bar (I expect it wasn’t actually a bar, but it makes for a better story). The bishops were called Polycarp and Marcion. When Marcion asked Polycarp if he knew who he was, Polycarp replied, “I know you, the firstborn of Satan!”1 We know about their meeting from the writings of another bishop, Irenaeus; all three lived in the second century A.D. and were originally from Turkey. Marcion had come to some beliefs that were rather different from those of “orthodox” bishops such as Irenaeus and Polycarp. Among other things, he believed that the teachings of Jesus clashed irreconcilably with the picture of God conveyed by the Jewish Scriptures—what we call “the Old Testament,” but that title hadn’t yet come into use (neither was there yet a “New Testament”). While Polycarp likely had in mind Marcion’s more general beliefs, someone like me who is passionate about the Old Testament may be forgiven for a high five in response to this greeting. Indeed, I am tempted to sympathize with the views of Cerinthus, another Turkish theologian about whom Polycarp himself passes on a story.2 Cerinthus was too enthusiastic about the Torah; among other deviant views, he taught that believers in Jesus were obliged to keep the law, otherwise they could not be saved. Polycarp describes how John, the disciple of the Lord, was one day going to bathe at Ephesus. He saw Cerinthus there and rushed out of the bathhouse without bathing, exclaiming, “Let us fly, lest even the bathhouse fall down, because Cerinthus, the enemy of the truth, is within.”


  Many Christians are sensitive to the issue Marcion raises. For discussion at the final class in each course I teach, I invite students to tell me the major questions they still have. At the close of the course on the Pentateuch, in particular, they regularly ask about fitting together differences between the Pentateuch and the New Testament. When they try to specify the differences, a handful of concrete examples recur:


  
    	Turning the other cheek over against an eye for an eye


    	Loving your enemies over against killing your enemies


    	Being peacemakers over against being war makers


    	Jesus acting in love over against God acting in wrath


    	Worshiping without outward rites over against worship that emphasizes sacrifice


    	A chosen people based on their choice over against a chosen people based on ethnicity


    	A relationship with God based on grace over against one based on law


    	Concern for the whole world over against concern for Israel alone


    	Real access to God over against purely bodily access


    	God’s teaching written into our minds rather than written only on stone


    	Jesus treating women as equals rather than as subordinate to men


    	All things being clean over against rules concerning clean and unclean

  


  In this book I will consider questions such as these, and also aim to reverse the direction of the questioning and consider some of the ways in which the Old Testament interrogates us.


  It’s common to speak in terms of there being a “problem” about the relationship of the Old Testament and the New Testament.3 The difficulty in solving the problem lies in large part in the way it is formulated. You could say that the problem lies in people thinking there is a problem or in the way they formulate the problem, in assuming an exaggerated assessment of the difference between the faith and life envisaged by the two Testaments. Indeed, there are several different facets to the two Testaments’ relationship. Further, one might observe that the differences within each Testament are as marked as the differences between them: for instance, the differences between the story in Genesis-Kings and the Prophets, or between the expectations of the Torah and of the Prophets, or between Ecclesiastes or the Song of Songs and pretty much everything else in the Old Testament, or the differences between the Gospels and the Epistles, or between Paul and James, or between Revelation and pretty much everything else in the New Testament. Conversely, the continuity between the Testaments lies (for instance) in the way the Old Testament story continues in the New Testament story, the teaching of the Prophets continues in the teaching of Jesus and of the Epistles, and the promises of the Prophets continue in the promises in Revelation.


  My passionate enthusiasm for the Old Testament makes me want to turn the “problem” of the relationship of the Testaments on its head, and the first chapter of this book seeks to do so. The other chapters then give more detail on the considerations lying behind the assertions in the opening chapter.


  In general, I am focusing on the two Testaments’ own account of their story, without seeking to get behind that version to ask whether what actually happened was different or to seek to establish that at every point it does tell us what actually happened. My aim is to discover what the Scriptures themselves have to say. I’m working on a book on biblical theology, and you could also see this book as a statement of the assumptions that lie behind that book.


  My enthusiasm for the pre-Christian Scriptures also makes me unenthusiastic about the Old Testament as a title for them, as it is inclined to suggest something out of date and inferior. Henceforth, I will usually refer to them as the First Testament. The question when the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings came to be called the Old Testament is tricky. In 2 Corinthians 3:14 Paul speaks about people reading the palaia diathēkē, which the King James Version translates “old testament” and the New King James Version “Old Testament.” But the context suggests a reference to the old covenant (as the King James Version implies), not to the Scriptures that speak of this covenant. The regular New Testament term for the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings is simply the Scriptures. When Melito, yet another second-century figure in Turkey (he was bishop of Sardis), lists the “the books of the old covenant,”4 then this complete phrase does refer to the First Testament, but the expression old covenant itself still refers to the old covenant. In the early third century, the African theologian Tertullian uses the expression vetus testamentum,5 a Latin equivalent to palaia diathēkē, which it is also natural to understand as referring to the old covenant; Tertullian’s regular term for the First Testament is simply scripturae. The first occurrences of vetus testamentum to denote the Scriptures of the old covenant seem to come in the commentary on Revelation by Victorinus, a bishop in what is now Slovenia, dating from about A.D. 260.6 But then, Jerome comments that Victorinus wasn’t very good at Latin.7 In between Tertullian and Victorinus in the third century, however, Origen, the theological writer from Alexandria, frequently uses the two Greek expressions palaia diathēkē and kainē diathēkē to refer to the Old Testament and the New Testament, so until someone puts me right, I will regard him as the earliest known source of the expression. If I get put right, I will post something on my web page, www.fuller.edu/sot/faculty/goldingay, under “Interpretation.”


  Most of the chapters in this book go back to papers given to meetings of the Society of Biblical Literature and the Society for Old Testament Study, to the Conference of the Australian and New Zealand Association of Theological Schools, and to the Stone-Campbell Journal Conference, and I profited from the comments of participants in those occasions. I am also grateful to Kathleen Scott Goldingay and to my friends and colleagues Thomas Bennett, Daniel Kirk and Marianne Meye Thompson for reading all or much of the book in draft and for suggesting points that I might reconsider, which I have often done, though not necessarily in a way that will mean they agree with it. Thomas Bennett also produced the subject index. Translations from either Testament are my own, except where otherwise indicated.


  - 1 -


  Do We Need the New Testament?1
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  So why do we need the New Testament? In what sense is the First Testament incomplete? What’s new about the New Testament? What difference would it make if we didn’t have the New Testament?


  Salvation


  We need the New Testament because it tells us about Jesus. As regards what it vitally tells us about him, the New Testament itself suggests that the answer lies in what Jesus did and what happened to him. Half of the New Testament is occupied with telling his story (four times), with a special focus on his execution and his resurrection. Much of the other half of the New Testament focuses on explaining the significance of that story, with an even sharper focus on his execution and resurrection. His letting himself be killed and his resurrection were the ultimate expression of God’s love and power. In these events God let humanity do its worst to him, and declined to be overcome by its actions; God was both willing and able to overcome it. The submission and the overcoming meant something for God. They constituted God’s refusal to be overcome by humanity’s rejection or rebellion. God was insistent on bringing to a consummation the purpose he had initiated from the beginning. To use Jesus’ language, God was insistent on reigning in the world and on not letting humanity get away from him. So the submission and the overcoming were important for God. Because they embodied those facts about God, the execution and the resurrection also meant something for humanity. They indicated to us the far-reaching nature of God’s willingness to submit himself to us and the far-reaching nature of God’s power.


  What if God had not sent his Son into the world or not collaborated in his Son’s submitting himself to execution or not brought about his resurrection? And what if we had not known about those events—what if the Gospels had not been written?


  In a sense God did nothing new in Jesus. God was simply taking to its logical and ultimate extreme the activity in which he had been involved throughout the First Testament story. All the way through, God had been letting humanity do its worst. He had especially been letting the people he adopted do its worst, and had been refusing to be overcome by its rejection and rebellion, declining to abandon it or destroy it. God had been paying the price for his people’s attitude to him, sacrificing himself for this people, bearing its sin. He had been absorbing the force of that sin, carrying it in himself rather than making Israel carry it. This carrying did not exclude disciplining Israel; but when God brought trouble on Israel, the trouble-bringing was an act of discipline within the context of an ongoing relationship like that between a parent and a child.


  The fact that God had been acting in this way through Israel’s story didn’t make it redundant for God to bring his self-sacrifice to a climax in Jesus. This last self-sacrifice was the logical and inevitable culmination of that earlier way of acting and letting himself be acted on, the final expression of it. To be a little paradoxical, if God hadn’t acted in this way in Jesus, he wouldn’t have been acting in that way in Israel’s story and in the world’s story.


  Through the story of the nations and through Israel’s story God had been declaring that he was king, and he had sometimes been acting like a king in imposing his will on the nations or on Israel. That declaration and action was inclined to draw forth human resistance. The nations and Israel preferred to make their own decisions. The coming of Jesus constituted another assertion that God was king and that he intended to behave as king in relation to the nations and to the world, an assertion made in acts and in words. Predictably, Jesus’ coming and his declaration about God reigning drew forth a response of resistance. The resistance was expressed in the execution of God’s Son, which appropriately involved both the nations and the people of God. It constituted the ultimate expression of human wickedness. It thus drew forth the ultimate expression of God’s submission to humanity. God remained sovereign Lord; he was not compelled by any factors outside himself. Yet God deliberately let humanity do what it wanted to him, and did so under a compulsion that came from inside himself. It was a compulsion that derived from who he was, a compulsion to be himself. He could not deny himself or be untrue to himself (2 Tim 2:13). By the same dynamic, when we insisted on executing God’s Son, this act also drew forth the ultimate expression of God’s faithfulness and God’s power, in resurrecting Jesus. One might almost say that God had to provoke humanity into its ultimate act of rebellion in order to have the opportunity to act in a way that refused to let this ultimate act of rebellion have the last word.


  By the same dynamic again, our subsequent continuing resistance to God’s reign as nations and as the people of God means Jesus must come back to implement that reign.


  God’s submitting his Son to execution was thus necessary for God’s sake and for humanity’s sake. It was necessary for God to be God in this way to fulfill his purpose and overcome human rebellion. In letting his Son die, God was being true to himself in undertaking this ultimate act of submission to human self-assertiveness, and refusing to be frustrated by it or to abandon humanity to its sinfulness or to surrender his relationship with humanity. It was necessary for humanity’s sake in order to bring home to humanity the truth about itself and about God, and to draw it from rebellion to submission, from resistance to faith. As the point is classically put, the act of atonement had an objective and a subjective aspect.


  Insofar as God’s act was undertaken for God’s sake, there was no great need for humanity to know about it. It could have been done in secret or not recorded. But insofar as it was undertaken for humanity’s sake, as a dem­onstration of divine love, it needed to be done in public and it needed to be recorded, so that people two thousand years later can still be drawn by it.


  So do we need the New Testament? It has been argued that “to say that the Hebrew Bible has complete integrity over against the New Testament is to cast grave doubts upon the unity of the Christian Bible. It is like saying that one can read the first ten books of the Aeneid as if the last two did not exist, and this, in turn, is to say that the last two add nothing essential.”2 My argument is that the execution and the resurrection were indeed the logical end term of a stance that God had been taking through First Testament times, so that the First Testament story does give an entirely adequate account of who God is and of the basis for relating to God. Because of who God has always been, God was already able to be in relationship with his people, despite their rebellion. God has always been able and willing to carry their waywardness. And on the basis of that story, Israel has always been able to respond to God and to be in relationship with God. In this sense the gospel did not open up any new possibilities to people; those possibilities were always there. Yet the dying and the resurrection were the ultimate expression of who the God of Israel is, and the story of the dying and the resurrection is the story of that ultimate expression of who the God of Israel is. They do therefore provide the ultimate public basis for responding to God and trusting in God. Abraham and Sarah, Miriam and Moses, Jeremiah and Huldah, Esther and Daniel managed okay without the New Testament, but we are privileged to have the story it tells because it gives us the climactic expression of the truth about God that they lived by.


  Narrative


  So is the First Testament story complete on its own? The New Testament story does add to the First Testament story, but so do other Jewish writings from the Greek and Roman periods such as 1 Maccabees. The movie The Bourne Legacy added to the earlier Bourne movies, but this fact does not signify that the earlier movies needed a fourth in the sequence.


  The beginning of Matthew’s Gospel implies that the story told in the First Testament and the story told in this Gospel can be read as a unified story, but it does so in a way that also indicates that the First Testament story does not have to be read that way. Matthew speaks of fourteen generations from Abraham to David, fourteen from David to the exile and fourteen from the exile to Jesus, which suggests that the story forms one elegant whole. But the First Testament itself shows that Matthew has been selective with its story in order to make the point. In the First Testament there were more than fourteen generations from Abraham to David and from David to the exile. Matthew is working backwards. He knows that Jesus is the climax of the biblical story, and he shapes it accordingly. But the shaping does not emerge from the First Testament narrative itself.


  Paul likewise knows that he and his churches are living in the context of the climax in the biblical story, and it has been argued that this perspective “allows him to read the story whole from the standpoint of its ending, thus perceiving correspondences and narrative unities that would have been hidden from characters in the earlier chapters of the story.” The “astonishing event” of the execution and resurrection of Jesus was then “completely unpredictable on the basis of the story’s plot development,” but it “is nonetheless now seen as the supremely fitting narrative culmination, providing unforeseen closure to dangling narrative themes and demanding a reconfiguration of . . . the reader’s grasp of ‘what the story is all about.’”3


  Jesus’ execution and resurrection may have been largely unpredicted on the basis of the First Testament story, yet Jesus didn’t see them as unpredictable. He was not surprised at his execution and resurrection, and his lack of surprise did not simply issue from his possessing divine insight. His execution fitted the pattern of the First Testament story; Israel had regularly rejected and killed its prophets (e.g., Mt 16; 23). His resurrection, too, fitted the pattern of the First Testament story. Ezekiel 37 notes how Israel in exile saw itself as dead and hopeless, yet God brought it back from the dead and reestablished it in fulfillment of Ezekiel’s promise that Israel would be raised from the dead. So the “astonishing event” of Jesus’ execution and resurrection is a logical continuation and culmination of Israel’s story, though we might not have seen that Israel’s story is a story of death and resurrection unless we were reading it in light of Jesus’ story.


  There is then a converse point to be made. The First Testament indicates that God brings Israel back to life after the exile, but it also indicates that this new life is not as glorious as the life promised by Ezekiel’s vision. The story in Ezra and Nehemiah portrays the community’s reestablishment, but the story then peters out rather than achieving closure. In a sense the late Second Temple community is still living in exile,4 yet the Jewish people is living throughout the historic borders of Israel, so I would rather speak of it seeing itself as still in need of restoration. The Holy Spirit thus inspires John the Baptizer’s father to speak not in terms of exile and return but in terms of freedom, of light shining on people living in the shadow of death (see Lk 1:67-79).


  Luke’s version of the gospel story thus starts by suggesting that Jesus’ coming will bring the downfall of Rome and the restoration of Israel to freedom and full life. “He has brought down rulers from their thrones,” Mary says; he has “rescued us from the hand of our enemies,” Zechariah says (Lk 1:52, 74). In the short term, this prospect gets frustrated by the leadership of the people of God, whose hostility leads to Jesus’ execution. The process whereby God restores his people and implements his sovereignty in the world involves God letting that rejection happen and turning it into a means of achieving his purpose. The process God goes through in Jesus parallels the one God goes through in the First Testament story.


  So Jesus comes to bring Israel back to fullness of life, and his own dying and rising is designed to bring its story to its magnificent conclusion. Yet it does not do so. Israel strangely declines that closure. Paul then sees a further mysterious divine providence in this refusal: it adds impetus to the carrying of the gospel message to the Gentile world, pending a closure for Israel that will come later. Yet, we can hardly say that the spreading of the gospel issues in a church that simply manifests resurrection life. The church engages in crucifixion (Christian groups kill one another); the church experiences crucifixion (Christians get martyred); the church experiences resurrection (churches sometimes die but come back to life).


  The First Testament, then, reaches a partial closure, but not a complete one; the New Testament likewise achieves a partial closure, but not a complete one. This parallel gives the First Testament story more potential to be instructive for the church than is realized in the way people commonly think of this story. When Paul wants to get the Corinthians to reflect on their life, he points them to Israel’s story as it unfolded from Egypt to the Promised Land, and comments that “these things happened to them as examples, but they were written for our admonition, on whom the end of the ages has come” (1 Cor 10:11). There might seem to be some tension in Paul’s comment. If the end of the ages has come, would one expect there to be illumination for the church in these stories about Israel’s experience before it reached the Promised Land? Yet the issues that arise in the Corinthian church’s life show that living in the last days does not transform the life of the church. Israel’s position between the exodus and the Promised Land provides a parallel for the church’s position between Jesus’ resurrection and his final appearing.


  The First Testament story is not merely the history of our distant spiritual ancestors, a history of a period so different from ours that it hardly relates to our life now that the end of the ages has come. It is the history of a people like us in a position not so different from ours. Our pretense that things are otherwise puts us into potentially fatal jeopardy.


  Mission


  Do we need the New Testament because the First Testament focuses exclusively on Israel and we would not otherwise know of God’s concern for the whole world? In fact, God’s concern for the nations goes back to the beginning. The First Testament relates how God created the whole world and was involved with the development of all the nations. The aim of God’s appearing to Abraham was not simply to bless him but to drive the nations to pray for blessing like Abraham’s. God’s judgment of the Egyptians and the Canaanites does not mean God is unconcerned about other nations, as God’s judgment of Israel and God’s judgment of the church does not mean God is unconcerned about Israel and about the church. Prophets look forward to a time when nations will flock to Jerusalem to get Yahweh to make decisions for them. Psalms repeatedly summon all the nations to acknowledge Yahweh with their praise.


  In keeping with this concern, the spread of the Jewish people around the Middle East and the Mediterranean before Jesus’ day had the happy result that there were synagogues throughout those worlds, and these synagogues were attracting Gentiles to acknowledge Yahweh. In keeping with this concern, too, before Jesus’ day the Jewish Scriptures had been translated into Greek, which issued in the translation called the Septuagint. Gentiles as well as Jews who did not know Hebrew could thus read them. The book of Acts relates a series of events that gave new impetus to spreading knowledge of the God of Israel: Pentecost, the abolition of the Jewish people’s distinctive rule of faith as related in the Cornelius story and the broader process the book relates. Yet these events did not initiate the spreading of knowledge of Israel’s God among the Gentiles. One might try a thought experiment. Suppose Jesus had not come when he did. What would have happened? Whether or not the Jewish community was deliberately seeking to spread knowledge of its God and its Scriptures, maybe Judaism would have continued to spread through the Gentile world and become more and more of a world religion.


  God’s strategy in seeking to fulfill his purpose for creation worked somewhat as follows. First he commissioned humanity to subdue and care for the world. It didn’t work. So he tried destroying most of the world and starting again with one family. It didn’t work. So he tried a third time with one family but separated them from the rest of the world in order to bless them so spectacularly that the entire world would pray to be blessed as they were blessed. This strategy also didn’t work, and the descendants of Abraham and Sarah ended up back in the Babylonia from which they had come. God tried a fourth time by reestablishing the community centered on Jerusalem, though many people who had been scattered around the Mediterranean and Middle Eastern worlds stayed in the place of their dispersion or spread further. While this arrangement proved more effective insofar as these Jewish communities were in a position to attract many Gentiles to come to believe in the God of the Torah, the Jewish people centered on Jerusalem remained under the domination of the superpower of the day. So God tried a fifth time by sending his Son into the world. When this strategy again initially failed in particularly catastrophic fashion, God again transformed disaster into potential triumph. He turned the failure and his refusal to be beaten by it into a message that could go out to the entire world, making use of that already-existent dispersion of the Jewish community and the way it had already brought some Gentiles to believe in the God of the Torah.


  The strategy of attraction that God had initiated with Abraham and Sarah continued. The focus of the Epistles lies on seeing that Christian congregations grow in their understanding of the gospel and their embodying of that gospel in their life. The world’s coming to recognize the God of the gospel would then follow. Paul makes this vision of attraction specific to the Corinthians when he speaks of people coming to the congregation’s worship, falling down to worship God themselves and acknowledging that “God is really among you” (1 Cor 14:26). The dynamic is the one envisaged by Zechariah, who pictures ten people from every tongue among the nations taking hold of the hem of every Jew’s coat and saying, “We want to go with you, because we’ve heard that God is with you” (Zech 8:23).


  When prophets promise that the nations will flock to Jerusalem, they don’t imply that they will cease to be distinguishable nations and ethnic groups. God had encouraged them to develop in their diversity, and it would be weird for them to cease to manifest the manifold wisdom of God in their differentiation. Likewise, when Paul declares that all are one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:28), there is no implication that they are all the same; at least, it is not so with male and female. Paul is talking about the fact that everyone has the same way of becoming God’s child. One would expect nations to remain distinguishable but to be able to rejoice in their diversity, and one would expect Israel’s ethnic distinctiveness to continue, but this distinctiveness had never implied that Israel alone could know God, and neither would it do so after Jesus.


  On the other hand, the people of God will no longer be a political entity over against other political entities. It had not been so in the beginning, in the time of the ancestors, though it had been so for the time from Saul to Jehoiakin, from the appointment of the first king to the deposing of the last king within the First Testament story. During the Second Temple period, Judah once again became a sort-of political entity, and Judah in a sense remained the heart or focus of the Jewish people, but from Jehoiakin’s time onward, the Jewish people always constituted an entity that comprised both people in Judah and people dispersed among other nations. In the twentieth century Jerusalem again became the capital of a political entity, but there continued to be more Jews spread around the world than Jews living in the state of Israel. Israel was a political entity only for a few centuries. It is not essentially so. Jesus made no difference to that fact.


  It is not the case that we need the New Testament because otherwise we would not realize that God cared about the whole world, nor because God’s revelation to the Jewish people had not reached outside the Jewish community. The First Testament made clear God’s concern for the whole world, and before Jesus’ time, the Jewish people had been attracting people to the revelation in the Scriptures. In connection with the discipling of the nations (Mt 28:18-20), a major significance of the New Testament is that it opens windows into the life of a series of congregations spread around the Mediterranean and helps us to see the nature of the congregational life that embodies the gospel. But we have noted how Paul speaks to the Corinthians about the importance of learning from Israel’s story, and another facet of that importance appears here. God’s strategy was that his people would be the magnet that attracts people to him. Israel was not very good at being such a magnet, and the church continues to have this problem.


  Theology


  Do we need the New Testament because we wouldn’t otherwise have as true a revelation of God?


  The classic way to make the point is to say that the First Testament gives people the impression that Yahweh is a God of wrath and that we need Jesus to show us that God is a God of love. This common understanding is hard to reconcile with either Testament. Jews do not get the impression from their Scriptures that Yahweh is a God of wrath. Yahweh is indeed capable of acting in wrath, but the relationship of love and wrath in Yahweh is well summed up in a line from the middle of Lamentations. According to the common rendering, Yahweh “does not willingly afflict or hurt people” (Lam 3:33). More literally and even more strikingly, Yahweh “does not afflict or hurt people from his heart.” Yahweh’s heart is compassion and mercy, so that when he afflicts or hurts, it doesn’t come from the center of his being, but from somewhere nearer the edge of it. It does not express who he is at heart.


  Thus the New Testament doesn’t say, “You know how the First Testament gives people the impression that God is a God of wrath? Well, we can now tell you that God is a God of love.” It doesn’t speak in terms of having new things to say about God’s character that the First Testament doesn’t say. It doesn’t suggest that the “Divine fatherhood” is a “new truth . . . revealed to man in Jesus Christ,”5 or even that it brings “a radical deepening of the Old Testament doctrine of God” in which “‘Father’ is now revealed to be more than an epithet.”6 It doesn’t portray people such as the Pharisees or Jesus’ disciples as having a false or incomplete understanding of God before Jesus arrives, nor picture them as responding with horror or surprise at things Jesus says about God, except for tough things such as the idea that God might cooperate with the idea of him being crucified or that God might expect them to stay married to the same person for life (e.g., Mt 16:21-22; 19:10). It doesn’t usually get the reaction, “Oh, we could never have known God was like that, but now it’s revealed to us.”


  There are New Testament texts that have been read that way, but they don’t bear further examination in this connection. John says that the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ (Jn 1:17). He hardly means that Moses didn’t know about God being grace and truth. That very phrase sums up God’s self-revelation to Moses in Exodus 34:6, which is then alluded to many times in the First Testament. The King James Version (among others) has the very words gracious and truth as part of its translation of the verse in Exodus. Grace and truth came through Moses in the sense that he treated these realities as the foundation of God’s relationship with Israel—or rather, he reaffirmed that point, which Abraham also knew already. The relationship between God and Israel was based on God’s grace. It required the response of obedience to God’s expectations; but then, the New Testament also assumes that the relationship God initiates with us requires a response of obedience. Otherwise, there will be no relationship.


  But neither Moses himself nor the Torah for which he stands was an embodiment of grace and truth in the sense that Jesus was, as the incarnation of God, as grace and truth on two legs walking around Galilee and Jerusalem. I recently took part in a long phone conversation with someone, and subsequently met the person for dinner. In a sense I learned nothing new on the dinner occasion, but meeting the person sure made him more real and fleshed him out. As John goes on, “No one has ever seen God, but a one and only son, God, who is close to the father’s heart, he has given an account of him” (Jn 1:18). Being one who embodies grace and truth and being God’s only son and being one who can give an account of God, Jesus is himself divine. He does not offer a new revelation of God in the sense of a different revelation, but he does give people a fresh one, providing them with an unprecedentedly vivid embodiment of the revelation they had. The gift that the New Testament gives is its story of God’s known character embodied in someone visible, embodied in a concrete life.


  The same insight emerges from the beginning of Hebrews. “God, having spoken in many different forms and in many different ways of old to our ancestors through the prophets, at the end of these days spoke to us through a son” (Heb 1:1-2). The point in Hebrews, too, is not that God has now said something different or something additional over against what he said through the prophets. It is that the different revelations given through the different prophets have now been embodied altogether in this one person.


  This embodiment means that the New Testament does make the metaphysical questions about God more complicated. God is one; Jesus is divine; Jesus addresses the Father, so he is in some sense a different person from the Father; and the spirit of God or of Jesus brings the real presence of God or of Jesus to people. These facts in due course led to the formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity, to safeguard those truths about God, Jesus and the Spirit. Yet the doctrine of the Trinity didn’t exactly add to people’s knowledge of God. Suppose by another thought experiment we project ourselves back into the position of believers in First Testament times, or of believers living on the eve of Jesus’ birth—people such as Elizabeth and Zechariah, Mary and Joseph, Anna and Simeon. What did they lack by not knowing about the Trinity? They knew that God was powerful and compassionate and just. They knew that he loved being in relationship with people. They knew he was a reality in their lives. They heard him speak. They knew they could pray to him. They knew the realities that the doctrine of the Trinity presupposes. I’m not clear they missed out too much by not knowing about the doctrine itself.


  If one asks how the Trinity is positively significant for Christians, then a standard contemporary answer in the West is that it establishes the presence of relationality in God and of free collaboration within God.7 Those deductions from the doctrine of the Trinity are contextual inferences that became important to Western thinkers in the late twentieth century because of our concern about relationality, a concern issuing from the fact that relationality is a problem to us culturally and philosophically.8 Our contemporary Western context thus enables us to see that the doctrine of the Trinity brings out a scriptural truth about God. But God’s relationality is not a truth that comes from the New Testament as opposed to the First Testament. It’s there in both. The doctrine of the Trinity safeguards against error and enables us to see things in the Scriptures, but it doesn’t exactly reveal new things.


  Resurrection Hope


  I have been arguing that the New Testament tells us little that’s new about God, though it tells us of a spectacular embodiment of the already-revealed truth about God. There is a theological truth that is confined to the New Testament, a truth about hope. In the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings, the grave or Sheol or Hades is the termination of the story for human beings. It’s not an especially nasty end (Sheol is not a place of punishment), but neither is it a very exciting one. In the New Testament, there is a bigger end to come after our death, an end that will mean our rising to a new life, with new bodies—or our going to hell. Those earlier Scriptures do not incorporate either aspect of this truth, the good news or the bad news.


  They do include two slight hints of it, one at their beginning and one at their end. At the beginning, the first human beings have access to a life tree; if they eat it, they will live forever. Because of choosing to eat of another tree in disobedience to God’s command, they and their descendants lose access to the life tree. So that story explains why we all die, and the wider story leaves there the fact that God originally intended us to live eternally. The other end of the First Testament, in Daniel 12, promises that many dead people will wake up again, some to lasting life, some to lasting contempt. It’s the last scene in the First Testament, insofar as it has its background in the martyrdoms brought about by Antiochus Epiphanes in the second-century crisis in Jerusalem. Antiochus had banned proper worship of Yahweh and replaced it by pagan worship, and Jews paid with their lives for their faithfulness to God in that situation. It surely can’t be the case that God simply lets such faithful servants be killed in this way and lets the unfaithful live on until they die in their beds. Daniel 12 promises that God will take action to reverse things. It’s the only reference to a form of resurrection to life or death in the First Testament.


  Notwithstanding the questions raised by its story about the life tree, the First Testament is content with the idea that this life is all we have. When people have lived a full life and are “full of years” (e.g., Job 42:17), they are content to go to be with their ancestors. They do not cease to exist but they go to Sheol, a place of a lifeless existence. The First Testament gives some accounts of dead people being resuscitated, but resurrection involves more than resuscitation. It involves a new kind of life that will not end in death, and it involves a spiritual body—that is, a body that lives according to the spirit and not according to the lower nature. Enoch and Elijah are taken to be with God, but their experience does not correspond to the resurrection of which the New Testament speaks. The Psalms chafe loudly about the way early death can be caused by undeserved troubles and the way people may not be able to live out their full life; but what they therefore seek is deliverance that makes it possible to live a long life, and the early death of people who threaten to cause undeserved death. The Psalms can speak about living in God’s presence “forever,” but the term forever can refer to the whole of a life (e.g., Ex 21:6; 1 Sam 1:22; 20:23; 27:12), and nothing elsewhere in the First Testament suggests that the Psalms would be referring to eternal life. “Forever” does not point to something beyond or better than Sheol.


  Why did God not let the Israelites know about resurrection life? Perhaps he was concerned to get them to take this life really seriously. Once people know about eternal life, they often stop taking this life really seriously.9 The history of Christian attitudes provides evidence for this speculation. We need the New Testament to give us hope for resurrection life, but we need the First Testament to remind us of the importance of this life, and to give us hope for this life.


  It’s appropriate that the First Testament should have no expectation of resurrection life, because until Jesus died and rose, there was going to be no resurrection. It’s not that the First Testament was wrong; it was right. Jesus is the Second Adam. His death and resurrection initiates a new humanity. It was all very well for the hope of resurrection life to arise in the time of the Maccabees, but there was no basis for accepting it until Jesus died and rose from the dead. Hence the fact that Jesus went to make a proclamation to people who belonged to God but had died and were in Sheol (1 Pet 4:6); he went to give them the good news that they were not stuck in Sheol forever, after all.


  When Jesus argued with the Sadducees about resurrection, he did urge that resurrection to life must follow from the reality of God’s relationship with people. His argument also implies a possible reason for the reality of hell; perhaps hell must likewise follow from the lack of that reality. “Hell is other people,” says one of the characters in Jean-Paul Sartre’s play No Exit, a drama about three people who are in hell and thus can’t escape one another. Hell is a matter of relationships—specific relationships, in the context of the saying in Sartre’s play. To turn that idea inside out, Jesus’ saying might imply that hell is the continuing lack of a relationship between God and people, the lack that characterizes their life now. The related implication of Daniel 12 is that it is appropriate for faithlessness to receive some more explicit exposure than the fact that people’s life simply fizzles out. It is the reason why the realization about hell as well as that about resurrection developed in Judaism. Hell means judgment. Jesus is the person who introduces hell into the Bible, but he was taking up an idea present in Judaism by his day.
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