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  The signs of empire are everywhere. In the most prosperous places, the empire’s name is found engraved on items in every home; in the poorest places, the empire and its representatives build infrastructure, initiate trade and dictate military policy—ideally, as with all empires, ruling as much by indirect suggestion as by direct command. As the world’s largest economy, it is able to dictate favorable terms wherever it goes; as a military power that invests vast sums in new technology, it can shape the course of world affairs. Its rise to power has delivered untold wealth to some of its citizens (and generous benefits to its allies and vassals) while leaving many needy. Gleaming new buildings and thoroughfares coexist with rural and urban poverty.




  Portions of the empire’s elite embrace a Christian faith, marked by evangelical fervor, that seems able to coexist with deeply rooted nationalism and ethnocentrism. Others among its ruling class are determined skeptics who believe monotheism is for weaklings. What all the elites have in common, whatever their faith, is their conviction that the empire’s reign is inevitable and laudable—a conviction all the more powerful because it is held at a level deeper than reason or argument can reach.




  You may find echoes of Rome in this description, or nineteenth-century Britain may come most quickly to mind, or perhaps late-twentieth-century America—but the empire I have in mind is China. If not every feature of this description is yet fulfilled, there are good reasons to believe that most or all of the previous two paragraphs could be true of China in our lifetime.




  This, at least, is seeming increasingly likely: whatever the exact magnitude of the role China plays in the world of the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries, Christian believers will play a major part in its story. Already they number at least 50 million. Their biological and spiritual children will speak the language spoken by more people than any other language on earth; they will have been inducted from birth into its incomparably rich cultural history and heritage; they will, like all of the latter generations of empire, increasingly take their nation’s stature in the world for granted. If present trends continue, a disproportionate number of these Christians will come from the relatively educated and urban elite—as seems to have been the case among the first Christians in the cities of the Roman imperium—and will be consciously and unconsciously shaped by that status. And they, like Christian believers in empires before them, will largely read the Scriptures in a way that confirms, not challenges, most of their assumptions. Yet they will also be challenged by the Bible’s story. Perhaps they too, like Christian believers in empires before them, will ask whether the story told by their nation is entirely true.




  I don’t bring up the possible rise of a Chinese imperial age to stoke xenophobic or declinist fears among Western readers. (I should say, of course, another Chinese imperial age, since China has played imperial roles for good portions of millennia, and that longevity may be its greatest difference from any other empire in history.) Rather, the possibility that the “empire” that our children’s children will most readily think of will be ruled in Mandarin, not English, is a helpful reminder of several fundamental truths.




  We will always have empires. By empire I suppose we mean a political and economic order that succeeds in subsuming previously disparate nations and economies under a rule that can call on both the “hard power” of military might and technological achievement and the “soft power” embedded in deep structures of ideology, philosophy and theology. Every empire worthy of the name combines visible, tangible instruments of enforcing the will of its elites with invisible, intangible systems of thought that, for those within the reach of the empire, make sense of the world. Ultimately these systems of thought are the true source of imperial power, for they not only legitimate the use of hard power but take up their dwelling in the secret places of the heart. They become taken for granted, defining the horizons of the possible and thus existing beyond the reach of ordinary challenges and change.




  Empire—this combination of hard and soft power extended over previously disparate territory—seems to be a recurring and near-permanent feature of human history. At different times the forces at work may be geographic, demographic, technological, ideological or even psychological (at least in the short term—think of Alexander “the Great”). But consistently, at least since human beings emerged from the age of nomadic hunting and gathering, certain societies have acquired enough of a durable advantage over their neighbors, and enough yearning for expansion, to construct an empire. For a brief time after the fall of the Soviet Union, it seemed to a few observers as if this long history might be at an end—in the sense that the deep structures of “Western” thought might permanently settle into the aspirations of people in every part of the globe, perhaps even rendering the “hard power” of major military conflict between states unnecessary. Three decades later it is abundantly clear not only that there is nothing eschatologically settled about a Western-style commitment to liberal democracy. Rather other powers are rising, animated by systems of thought that are just as compelling to their adherents, while being by no means similar to Western ones, and showing every promise of having access to sufficient hard power to rival anything the West can muster.




  So it seems reasonable to assume that we will have empires, or at least aspiring imperial powers, as long as we have complex human societies. This should not be surprising to biblical people. For the biblical writers themselves consistently give voice to the essential yearning that empires embody: that the human race might simultaneously be fruitful and multiply, filling the earth and subduing it, while also being reconciled to one another in one cohesive system of life, work and worship. These twin human drives, expansion throughout the world and reconciliation with one another, are from the biblical point of view rooted in our image-bearing, however distorted they may become. It should be no surprise that whenever image-bearers acquire sufficient collective power, they pursue something like empire—nor that the hope of both Testaments of the Bible is that the now divided and warring nations will come to one mountain, bowing before one king, to offer a symphony of praise.




  Empires always end. Every empire seems eternal. This is an essential asset in the storehouse of imperial soft power. But just as myriad factors give rise to empire, so empires can erode or collapse for any number of reasons—perhaps most commonly, the rise of an even more well-integrated, powerful and ambitious rival. These moments are aptly compared in Scripture to “the end of the world”—stars falling from the heavens, the earth being shaken, just as even today we can refer to an economic or political revolution as “earth-shaking”—because for those living within the horizons that empires create, that is exactly what they are. Since all human beings depend on comprehensive systems of meaning for an inhabitable world, the loss of empire is profoundly disorienting—even for the empire’s least willing subjects.




  And yet empires are inherently precarious. They are precarious by definition, because what it means to be an empire is to cross boundaries of culture, holding together disparate “nations” (in the biblical sense of distinctive and durable cultural traditions). The end of the Soviet empire in recent decades has reminded us of just how much ethnic pride and hostility, how much pent-up hope and conflict, was held in check by Soviet power and communist ideology. Empires depend on a false or at least premature reconciliation of the tensions in the human story—they claim more than they can ever achieve. For this reason all empires contain at least the seeds of idolatry, a promise of transcendence that can never be fulfilled.




  So the Western consensus, birthed from American power in two world wars and rooted in a secularized democratic liberalism, far from being the end of history, will itself come to an end in history, if the Lord tarries. This is not to say that the American nation will dissolve any time soon—China, again, reminds us of just how durable a nation can be—just that its sway over world affairs will diminish sooner or later, perhaps because of the rise of another more powerful rival or simply the tensions of its own internal and irresolvable contradictions. And the same will be true for whatever empire succeeds the American one—China may have millennia of history, but only in some eras has it been able to exert significant power beyond the borders of the Han nation. Its time may come in the twenty-first century, but its time will also pass.




  About this rising and falling of empires the biblical writers are surprisingly ambivalent. The great apocalyptic visions always predict a succession of empires, but while sometimes they cheer (“Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great!”), at other times they mourn or simply narrate dispassionately the Holy One’s view of history. This ambivalence seems congruent with the nuanced judgment that God’s prophets pronounce on the nations of the world—just as nations can reject God’s purposes (think of Babel) or repent and fulfill them (think of Nineveh), so empires can be instruments of God’s work or obstacles to his reign. The end of an empire is never entirely surprising to the biblical writers, and it is never something to shake the faith of God’s own people. But nor is it a cause for gloating—when Daniel foretells the end of Nebuchadnezzar’s reign, he is deeply troubled and prays that the vision might apply not to the king but to his enemies. Daniel’s loyalty to the occupier of his homeland seems to exemplify a consistent biblical view that emperors, and empires, are responsible agents within history, subject both to prophetic judgment and to priestly counsel. Indeed, an emperor can even be called “Messiah” with a straight face (Cyrus, in Is 45:1) when he puts his power at the service of God’s anointed people.




  And this leads to our third observation:




  Not all empires are alike. The word empire is much in use these days among Christians, and it is almost always used in an imprecatory manner, as with a tweet that arrived as I was drafting this essay: “We haven’t really begun ‘doing’ justice or preaching Jesus until we’ve unsettled the Powers of the Empire.” In this habit of thought, which may owe more than we’d like to admit to George Lucas’s Star Wars trilogy, Empire (with that ominous capital letter) distills institutionalized, implacable evil. It exists to be unsettled and ultimately undone, as my Twitter friend suggests, by the proclamation of the gospel and the doing of justice.




  And of course this is true of Empire. But it is true of every single human cultural institution or artifact with a Capital Letter—that is, every created thing that sets itself up in the absolute and ultimate place reserved for the Creator. Every idol capitalizes itself (with the possible exception of a supremely powerful commercial empire, Apple, Inc., which prefers a lower-case i for its ventures in godlikeness). But every idol is the simultaneously exalted and degraded form of a good, created thing. Evil has no resources of its own but must colonize the good. And while Empire, by definition, is idolatrous (and our moment in history, like all past moments, provides plenty of examples of such idolatry), the much more complex reality of empire (just like the much more complex reality of emperors) always contains within it some elements of genuine good, however residual they may be.




  All this is to say that empires differ in the extent to which they partake in the idolatry of Empire. One need only compare the colonial enterprises of the various European powers—shot through with sin as they all were—to see that the Belgian empire was of a vastly different and more destructive character than the British one, with divergent consequences for the Belgian and British colonies that continue to the present day. Likewise, the Soviet empire was different and more destructive than the NATO alliance, even though the latter shared many of the features of a modern empire with the former. Indeed, the Soviet empire was implicated much more deeply in destructive idolatry (which always leads directly to injustice, the robbing of God’s creation of its proper dignity and destiny) precisely because of its hostility to any transcendent reality that might sit in judgment of the empire itself.




  Consequently, the question is really not whether we will have empires (we will) or whether they will endure (they will not), but what kind of empires we will have in this time between the times. Will our empires succumb entirely to the idolatry of power and the lust for domination that comes when human beings explicitly cast off their accountability to the Creator God? Or will they be chastened by the vision of a tree, “great and strong, so that its top reached to heaven and was visible to the end of the whole earth, whose foliage was beautiful and its fruit abundant, and which provided food for all, under which animals of the field lived, and in whose branches the birds of the air had nests”—yet which could be chopped down in a moment by the judgment of the Most High (Dan 4:20-21 NRSV)? Note that the tree itself is described in wholly positive terms—it serves the good purposes of empire, to use its strength to provide for a rich diversity of creatures, reconciling them under one canopy. It is only when the Most High is scorned or forgotten that judgment comes, “until you have learned that the Most High has sovereignty over the kingdom of mortals, and gives it to whom he will” (Dan 4:25 NRSV). And even then, as Isaiah prophesied over God’s own wayward people, there is a stump still left in the wasteland, with a shoot yet to come forth even from the most desolate relic of disobedience.




  The ethicist Oliver O’Donovan makes the perceptive observation that the resurrection of Jesus, vindicating him as King of kings and Lord of lords, does not spell the end of political rule in history—and we might add that, empirically at least (noting the pun!), it has not spelled the end of empires. But it has put an end to the claim of rulers to provide salvation—rescue from the conditions of sin and death. And none too soon, because these claims were always faintly pathetic and frequently became frighteningly demonic—there is a reason the world cheers at the fall of “Babylon the Great.” We no longer need to invest our political structures with hopes of eternal rescue from the abyss of chaos—that has been done and dealt with by Christ. Instead, we grant them humbler status, befitting mere creatures—indeed, creatures of creatures, our own cultural creations meant to serve the purpose of image-bearing. They are meant to secure certain kinds of liberty and to provide, as in Daniel’s vision, for the flourishing of all. They can only do so when they are chastened by the proclamation of the world’s true Ruler, the one who truly is the Beginning and the End, who has triumphed over death and hell.




  I believe this explains what, to me, is the clearest finding of this book: the dog that didn’t bark. After all the scholarly examination is done, even with a stiff tailwind of intellectual fashion propelling the quest for signs of anti-imperial sentiment, it seems that the only fair conclusion is that there is a surprisingly small place in the New Testament writers’ attention for denunciations of Caesar, explicit or otherwise. When the clerk at Ephesus says, “They are neither temple-robbers nor blasphemers of our goddess,” he is simply telling the truth—even though the proclamation of Christ surely would put an end to the legitimacy of idols like Artemis and put her temple out of business sooner or later (in the timescale of history, it turned out to be sooner). The way of Jesus’ first followers was not to blaspheme Artemis or to denounce Caesar—it was to proclaim Jesus.




  To put it another way, to say “Jesus is Lord” does not seem actually to entail saying “Caesar is not [Lord].” Rather, it entails not saying “Caesar is Lord.” This minute grammatical distinction, simply a matter of where the negation is placed, seems to me to explain so much about the New Testament witnesses. The affirmation “Jesus is Lord” requires not so much a strident denunciation of earthly lords as a studied silence concerning their pretensions. The answer to Caesar’s inflated claims of significance is further proclamation of Jesus the Messiah’s real significance.




  Of course, saying “Jesus is Lord” does require believing that Caesar is not Lord—with, as we would say today, a capital L. But in this case saying does not seem to be the same as believing. Not once does a New Testament writer or character deny Caesar’s status as kyrios outright. For in fact, Kaisaros (the human being) is kyrios (the “lower-case” political role), lord for the moment of that which has been entrusted to him, and accountable to the King of kings and Lord of lords for his stewardship of it all. Rather, what Jesus and the first followers do is simply insist that Jesus is Lord. “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s.” No less and no more. To be sure, if Caesar, aspiring to apotheosis, demands more than is his due, the followers of the world’s true Lord will not play his game. They—we—will not say “Caesar is Lord,” especially when that phrase is accompanied with the libations of worship and the sycophantic cries, “A god and not a man!” But neither will they preoccupy themselves with announcing that “Caesar is not Lord.” That is the negative way of cynics who have not been granted a vastly greater hope, the resurrection whose positive proclamation and genuine revelation of power renders all mere critique of earthly powers scanty and small.




  So let the naming of the world’s true Lord expose what is genuine in Caesar’s lordship and what is false. Let the bold proclamation of King Jesus lead to audiences with procurators and proconsuls, or to stocks and chains—be that as it may. The task of Christians is not to denounce Caesar but to exalt Jesus, in whose image Caesar is made and from whose authority Caesar derives whatever just authority he may possess. Let the chips fall where they may—we are placed in this world not to condemn the world but to proclaim the way by which the world may be saved.




  And let us pray that the followers of Jesus might be found everywhere, in the far-flung and forgotten corners as well as in Caesar’s household, amid the perhaps-fading empires of the West and amid the perhaps-rising empires of the East and South, to bear the good news—the justice-bearing, idol-withering news—that “though empires rise and fall, / [Christ’s] kingdom shall not cease to grow / ’til love embraces all.”[1]
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  The King James Bible (1611) was an empire-drenched Bible. Officially approved by the Church of England, its translators were tasked with providing a Bible that was simultaneously faithful to Savior and to Sovereign, attentive to the Greek and Hebrew while being careful to undergird the legitimacy of monarchy and episcopacy. Understandably, they were quick to endorse the divine right of kings from such passages as God’s grand promise to David of an everlasting dynasty (2 Sam 7). Others, however, had claimed that the Bible proclaims every king’s rights are subordinate to King Jesus, particularly in the church. This was made abundantly clear in the marginal notes of the Geneva Bible (1560), the preferred Bible of Presbyterians and Puritans—the popular Bible which King James was attempting to replace.




  This, of course, is not the official story any of us heard if you grew up as I (McKnight) did—reading, memorizing and publicly reciting the King James Bible. Nor by the 1960s in the heart of America’s Midwest did the divine right of kings, or empire for that matter, concern us. Not too many of us thought the Vietnam conflict, not to mention World War I, II or the Korean War, had anything to do with what the Bible said about empire.




  But neither the royal tranquility of King James nor the imperial naiveté of mid-twentieth-century Americans are as stable as they once were. In fact, there is a growing method in biblical studies, found in the European but especially the North American academy, called “empire criticism,” and while we might be able to trace its roots to a number of early voices in scholarship, the relentless work of Warren Carter, now at Brite Divinity School, is what has pressed empire criticism onto the main stage of biblical studies.




  Empire criticism, though, is not just for the academics when they gather at conferences to read papers to one another. Due in part to the skilled pens of Tom Wright and Richard Horsley, this work has now reached anyone who cares to read anything above populist literature. A notable example of empire criticism is the InterVarsity Press book by Brian Walsh and Sylvia Keesmaat, Colossians Remixed: Subverting the Empire. This book combines judicious study of Paul’s letter with trenchant social critique, all framed in empire criticism.




  So what is empire criticism? In short—and this book is devoted to both description and evaluation of this method—it refers to developing an eye and ear for the presence of Rome and the worship of the emperor in the lines and between the lines of New Testament writings. One example here will suffice. A simple reading of Luke 2 reveals Luke using the following terms for Jesus—Savior and Lord, and alongside those terms are the terms good news (gospel) and peace. Now it so happens that empire critics call to our notice that these are the precise terms used of Caesar in Rome, the very terms broadcast throughout the empire on declarations and in letters and on countless inscriptions visible in all major cities in the empire. The implication of Luke 2, empire critics claim, is that Luke was not just imparting spiritual goods about the Christian faith. Instead, his words were laced with criticism of Rome—to say Jesus was Lord and Savior or to say Jesus was the one who brings peace and good news is at the same time, in a covert way, to say Caesar was not Lord and not Savior, and that his good news and peace ring hollow. The language of Luke 2 then was coded for anyone with a good first-century ear. It is only our distance and comfort with modern empires that deafen us to the sounds.




  Empire critics claim most Bible readers, especially those in the established and wealthy parts of Western culture, are not far from the desired readership of King James himself: he wanted his readers both to affirm the divine right of kings and to not even notice they were doing so. Empire criticism is minimized when one doesn’t see the issues at hand. What empire critics want us to see is what the Geneva Bible’s editors wanted their readers to see and then put into practice: the empire, including James, must bow before King Jesus. Well, that’s a rough and ready analogy that can serve our purpose. In brief, then, empire criticism asks us to listen closer to the sounds of the empire and the sounds of challenging empire at work in the pages of the New Testament.




  This method has now extended to all books in the New Testament, and not just to Revelation, where it has played a role among scholars for longer than scholars care to count. It asks us to stand up and notice that the message of the gospel was at once spiritual and subversive of empire, that it was both a powerful redemptive message and a cry for liberation. Moreover, the New Testament, if we care to listen, is at times an assault on Caesar and calls the Christian to form an entirely different society—one that listens to Jesus as its King and takes its orders not from Caesar or his laws but from Jesus and his moral vision, shaped by a cross that breeds sacrifice and self-denial. It calls us to worship King Jesus and not Caesar.




  This approach, if right, is breathtaking in its implications.




  Which is just the problem: Is it, many are asking, right? Are we reading Rome and Caesar into the New Testament or are we reading what is actually there? If you insert the theme, the theme will suddenly appear everywhere. Is it just insertion? These are the questions Jesus Is Lord, Caesar Is Not seeks to answer.




  In advance of the various authors’ forays into empire criticism, we (the editors) want to offer a brief on how empire criticism actually works. It appears to work on a spectrum from the obvious—does anyone wonder if Rome is in mind in Revelation 18?—to the implicit. We propose, then, the following five methods at work in empire criticism.




  First, some statements in the Bible are overtly and directly anti-empire and anti-imperial worship. We find this in Acts 14:14-18.




  When the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of this, they tore their clothes and rushed out into the crowd, shouting: “Friends, why are you doing this? We too are only human, like you. We are bringing you good news, telling you to turn from these worthless things to the living God, who made the heavens and the earth and the sea and everything in them. In the past, he let all nations go their own way. Yet he has not left himself without testimony: He has shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy.” Even with these words, they had difficulty keeping the crowd from sacrificing to them. (NIV)




  Here the apostle Paul says the idols of the Roman city are “worthless,” and the citizens need to turn instead to the one true and living God. This is direct criticism of some religious practices at work in the Roman Empire.




  Second, sometimes a passage has more than one term that has distinct and notable uses in the Roman Empire’s official ideology and even emperor cult. We previously brought out the evidence in Luke 2. It is not a stretch of anyone’s imagination to contend that these terms are at work in the imperial cult, and so it is worth pondering whether Luke was not at least implicitly criticizing Rome (or he was naive to a fault).




  Third, it now gets tricky. Some empire critics observe texts where Rome is clearly present—say Romans 13—and explain such texts not as a blanket endorsement but instead as a backhanded way of saying “Sure, go along with the emperor, as long as he does not transgress proper boundaries.” Implicit is the argument that the original listeners of Romans 13 will have seen the critique because they will have seen Romans 13 as much critique and leveling of the emperor’s authority as affirmation of Rome. The argument pushes further: it is only blinding ideology that blocks our seeing empire criticism in a text such as Romans 13. Alongside such conclusions from those with sensitive ears is the explanation that any text criticizing idolatry necessarily implies criticism of emperor worship. More often than not, in fact, empire critics see a hidden criticism of empire in criticism of idolatry more than a direct criticism of pagan religious worship.




  Fourth, empire critics indulge in the claims of the sensitive historian. That is, their assumptive knowledge of both the texts of earliest Christianity and the Roman Empire makes them particularly sensitive to hear things others don’t hear. Just as when Dan Brown published The Da Vinci Code and many Christians were caught totally unaware of how the New Testament canon was formed and how the Nicene Creed actually came about (and then had to do some quick research to discover he had hoodwinked many), so also good Roman historians caught many Bible readers unaware. If a century ago good Bible readers knew their Roman history and customs well, today’s Bible readers are often much more informed of the Jewish context but much less so of the Roman context. Few serious Bible readers can read Latin anymore. So when someone who knows far more than they do about Roman religion and something called the “imperial cult” points out some Roman item at work in a text, many feel like a cow on ice—they’ve lost all traction and can be pushed wherever the farmer wants the cow to go. So it is with some empire critics: study Rome, learn customs about Rome, get some facts about Caesar and the imperial cult under your belt, and then open up your New Testament and you can find connections. Such an armed empire critic will draw our attention to Paul’s entrance into Italy in Acts 27, observe that this sure sounds like an emperor’s staged parade into Rome with his retinue, and then infer that Luke is mocking Rome in describing Paul. To the one who knows nothing about Roman customs, such a connection can’t be made. The game works both ways, though: if you play this hand too often, it gets suspicious. In fact, the empire critic might begin to resemble the lobbyist in Washington, DC. This assumptive approach has to do its job well.




  Fifth, we will not be the first to observe, for many have been saying this and some in the pages of this book will say it again, that at times empire criticism sounds too much like one’s personal progressive, left-wing, neo-Marxist, or whatever, politics. It has to be observed that it is probably not accidental that empire criticism became most popular during the Bush years, when the same academics were up in arms about colonialism and empire. I (McKnight) read a piece from a disinterested New Testament scholar in the United Kingdom who simply observed that empire criticism is a North American, university-shaped method designed to critique American international policies. He then moved on to another topic. Anthony Thiselton, long ago, chronicled the development of sociopragmatic hermeneutics, and his sketch of feminist and Marxist hermeneutics revealed what was clearly confessed by its practitioners: they read the Bible to use the Bible for their own uses. As Brian Blount openly admits in his stunningly interesting When the Whisper Put on Flesh—sections of which one of us (McKnight) assigns to his students to experience an honest-to-goodness African American liberation approach to the ethics of the Gospels—that he is in search of themes for liberation, so empire critics need at times to admit that the first foot in their dance is a sociopragmatic hermeneutic that finds in Western democracies an imperialism that deserves critique. The issue, of course, is how much of this is sociopragmatics and how much of it is history.




  In the pages that follow we will attempt to sort this out.




  Here’s how this book is organized. We have asked an expert on Rome, David Nystrom, now provost at Biola but formerly a colleague of Mc­Knight’s at North Park University, to sketch how Roman religion and the imperial cult worked. This piece is masterful, even if concise and restricted by space. Then Judy Diehl, New Testament professor at Denver Seminary, provides a wide-ranging sketch of who is saying what in empire criticism. Judy has now authored three long articles on empire criticism for Currents in Biblical Research, and we are grateful she has reduced that longer survey into something briefer. With these done, we proceed to specific studies on New Testament authors and books: Joel Willitts, North Park University, examines Matthew; Dean Pinter, Eton College in Canada, does Luke; Christopher Skinner, Mount Olive College looks at the Gospel of John; and the book of Acts is examined by Drew Strait, a PhD student at Pretoria University, South Africa, who is doing his research on anti-empire rhetoric in the Jewish and Roman worlds. In turning to Paul, we asked Michael Bird, Crossway College in Brisbane, Queensland, Australia, to tackle Romans, a book that has now some of the most complete empire critical studies ever done. Then Lynn Cohick, Wheaton College, an expert on the history of the Mediterranean, examines Philippians, and Allan Bevere, an expert on Colossians, puts Walsh and Keesmaat’s study to the test. We finish this part of the book with a study by Dwight D. Sheets, Evangel University, on Revelation, and Sheets offers a breathtaking set of suggestions that turns against one of the critical assumptions of empire criticism in Revelation. A highlight of this book is that we asked Andy Crouch, whose book on culture (Culture Making: Recovering Our Creative Calling) has been given a wide hearing and whose forthcoming book (Playing God, both from InterVarsity Press) researching power in the church and society, to examine these essays from a wider lens and offer his assessment in a foreword.




  It might be asked if the editors or authors were driven by an agenda, and in this postmodern age it would only be a fool who would claim total objectivity. Before we answer this a brief word: I (McKnight) am an Anabaptist inclined to believe every instance of empire criticism that could be found. That is, I’m inclined to apply Thiselton’s sociopragmatics and to join the empire critics. Yet from the very beginning I felt a historical unease with the empire critics while I was convinced their sociopragmatics would still be of use. I (Modica) have sought to interact deeply with the question What is the gospel? namely, that Jesus’ message (and salvation history in general) addresses the redemption of fallen persons in “fallen” history. Hence, I have a particular interest in the hermeneutical implications (and at times “gymnastics”) of those espousing empire criticism. We asked our authors only to find and describe what empire critics were saying about their New Testament book and then to evaluate it. We did not ask them to take a negative or a positive stance, and we are happy to say that we find their studies convincing if not also compelling. There is some balance and some diversity in the studies that follow; not everyone would agree with each other’s studies, but we are satisfied that empire criticism is here put to the test. We leave it to our readers to judge for themselves.
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  Beginning in 327 BC, the Roman state went to war eighty of the next eighty-five years.[1] Incessant bellicosity, observed Cicero, was the expected norm. Glory and an empire could thereby be won.[2] Following the Roman victory at Pydna in 168 BC, Polybius, forcibly transplanted to Rome, became an ardent admirer of his conquerors.




  There can surely be no one so petty or so apathetic in his outlook that he has no desire to discover by what means and under what system of government the Romans succeeded in less than fifty-three years in bringing under their rule almost the whole of the inhabited world, an achievement unparalleled in human history.[3]




  The Athenian empire survived thirty years. Alexander’s began to unravel within minutes of his death. The Romans forged an empire that lasted centuries.




  The Roman Achievement




  This achievement required a complex and vibrant ideological matrix that was already decades old when Augustus came to power. He did not fundamentally alter it by assuming the trappings of personal supremacy, but rather magnified it by directing Roman tradition through the prism of his own story. Like his republican forebears, Augustus was able to anneal the vanquished to the Roman cause by blending power with service and reward. What were the salient features of this ideology? How did Augustus shape it? What did it mean to worship Augustus or to call an emperor “king”?




  Ordained by the gods. The Romans claimed a divine commission to conquer and to civilize.




  Rome is a land nourished by all, and yet parent of all lands, chosen by the power of the gods to make even heaven more splendid, to gather together the scattered realms and to soften their customs and unite the discordant wild tongues of so many people into a common speech so they might understand each other, and to give civilization to mankind (humanitatem homini), in short to become the homeland of every people in the entire world.[4]




  Pliny asserts the divine commission was not so crass as mere conquest, but through conquest to proffer humanitas to all peoples and thereby fashion a type of new humanity.




  Just. The Romans bore the conviction that their rule was just. The epic poem Virgil crafted to laud Augustus pressed into service this theme. The Roman project was to “submit the whole world to the rule of law”: totum sub leges mitteret orbem.[5]




  Fundamental to the education of Roman elites was the belief that rule over others demanded self-mastery.[6] Roman law was a codified expression of this belief. To bring sober and restrained government to others was the Roman idea. “You, Roman, be certain to rule the world (be these your arts), to crown peace with justice, to spare the vanquished and crush the proud.”[7]




  Roman militarism was defended on the basis of justice. The Romans wished to believe they stood for order and sobriety in public life, that they were quick to display clemency to the supine but resolved to confront the obstinate.[8] Undergirding this was a belief that Romanitas was superior to other forms of human culture.[9] Cicero records the view that Rome is greater than Greece because Rome stands alone as the home of virtue, imperial power and dignity (domus est virtutis, imperii, dignitatis!).[10] Rome is marked, he avers, by the wisdom of its laws and the vastness of its empire. These make Rome glorious beyond all others.




  Vast. Cicero once lauded Pompey and Caesar for so expanding the arena of Roman domination that its borders “are fixed not by limits of the earth but by limits of the sky.”[11] Two centuries after Cicero, Aelius Aristides wrote, “You have caused the word ‘Roman’ to belong not to a city but to be the name of a sort of common race, and this not one out of all the races, but a balance to the remaining ones.”[12]




  Of course the Romans could also display xenophobic passions. Juvenal wrote he hated a Rome full of Greeks and lamented that “the Syrian Orontes has long since flowed into the Tiber.”[13] Cicero could be equally caustic. He disparaged Mysians and Phrygians and opined that the Jews were among several peoples born for slavery (nationibus natis servituti).[14] In a delightfully pregnant passage Juvenal writes: “Leave that sort of lie to the equites from Asia, Bithynia and Cappadocia too, and the powerful that were imported with bare feet from New Gaul.”[15]




  Access to power in the capital was extended slowly, offered first to Latin speakers in the west.[16] By the early second century several emperors were of non-Italian origin (e.g., Hadrian was born in Spain), and citizenship, once rarely enjoyed by non-Italians, was in ad 212 extended to all free persons within the bounds of the empire.




  Stratified. Roman society was hierarchical and featured a dizzyingly steep social pyramid. Wealth, class, ancestry and location were only the most salient factors that together conveyed status. Seneca observed, “how vast is the majority of the poor.”[17] Aggressively class conscious, the Romans took active steps to reinforce social stratification in even the smallest of cities.[18] Roman attitudes regarding class were vividly expressed. Martial claimed that sexual relations with a free woman were preferable to sexual relations with a freedwoman.[19] Augustus closed the ranks of the senatorial order and restricted intermarriage between classes.[20] Tacitus complained of the marriage of a woman of senatorial standing to an equestrian whose grandfather was from a town other than Rome.[21] Varro considered rural slaves equipment and classified them with farm tools.[22] In a passage that reveals cascading levels of honor among cities, Cicero relates Anthony’s barb directed at Octavian: “He charges that Caesar’s mother is from Aricia, as if it were the same as Tralles or Ephesus!”[23] For Cicero even a magnificent provincial city like Ephesus was beneath comparison to an Italian city.




  The distinction between the “best sort” of people and the “lesser sort” is commonly represented in Latin literature,[24] and appears casually in this bit of Tacitus concerning the year of chaos following the death of Nero:




  The worst element were delighted but the best citizens scandalized (bonos invidiae) by the act of Vitellius in erecting altars on the Campus Martius and sacrificing to the shades of Nero (inferias Neroni fecisset). The victims were killed and burned in the name of the state. The torch was applied to the sacrifices by the Augustales, a sacred college which Tiberius Caesar had dedicated to the Julian gens.[25]




  In the fourth century the Roman diplomat Symmachus described the senate as pars melior humani generis, “the better part of humankind.”[26] The distinction was a key element in the Roman strategy of imperial stability. Aelius Aristides remarked approvingly,




  You have divided all of the men in your empire, and by this I mean of course the entire inhabited world, into two parts, and everywhere you have made citizens of all who are the more accomplished, and noble, and powerful of people, even if they maintain their own cultural proclivities, while those who are left you have made the subjects.[27]




  True civilization, apparently, could only be realized by elites.




  Urban and material. The Roman Empire was an urban phenomenon. Supreme among all cities was Rome. Italian cities typically enjoyed a privileged status relative to cities outside Italy. Many cities were colonia or colonies, technically extensions of the city of Rome itself. These were often populated with retired soldiers. Other cities were municipia. Some municipia outside of Italy possessed Italian rights (ius Italicum), a favored status that conveyed exemption from certain taxes. The East was already highly urbanized by the time the Romans arrived, and where possible the Romans blended in Latin forms.[28] In the nonurbanized West the Romans founded cities in order to spread Romanitas.[29]




  Trier on the banks of the Moselle River, originally a military camp, became a Roman city replete with circus, palace, basilica, hot and cold baths, and a gymnasium. Similar cities could be found from Britain to Africa and Asia Minor. The political life of cities was pressed to conform to the Roman pattern. The Lex Irnitana (constitution of Irni) discovered in 1981 outside of Seville suggests that by the late first century a basic constitution crafted in Rome was available for adoption by towns throughout the empire.[30] It stipulated qualifications for election to the town council, the responsibilities of council members and what sorts of legal cases could be handled locally. The conquered had lost political rights and perhaps material wealth. The route open to restore their fortunes was to learn to play by Roman rules. The Romans could not, of course, force the conquered to accept Romanitas, but they could render acceptance of Roman ideology attractive. Savvy provincials quickly realized that adopting a Roman constitution was a first step to securing Latin rights and eventually citizenship.




  Informal with power centered at the top. The letters of Cicero and Pliny indicate that informal personal ties characterized the Roman ruling elite. It was by use of these ties of patronage that the Romans held sway over a vast empire of some forty provinces with an administration that was both numerically meager and essentially amateur.[31] Among the Romans a patron or benefactor was a person who provided protection, financial assistance or political influence. The recipient of this largesse was the client. The client was expected to honor and at times serve the patron. “To fail to repay a favor is not permitted to a good man,” wrote Cicero.[32] “Homicides, tyrants, thieves, adulterers, robbers, sacrilegious men, and traitors there will always be; but worse than all these is the crime of ingratitude,” wrote Seneca.[33] This system, he opined, is the glue holding society together.[34] Effective use of these relationships depended on not only fame (what was said about one) but also gloria (the notoriety that results from effective self-promotion).




  The Romans expected and practiced self-promotion. Tacitus once wrote, nam contemptu famae contemni virtutes (to fail to cultivate one’s reputation is to lose respect for one’s virtues).[35] Only by boasting of their own exploits could there be a record for the moral instruction of future generations. Gloria was necessary to advance a career during which great deeds could be attempted and placed before the arbitriment of history. So Cicero wrote, optimus quisque maxime gloria ducitur (the better the man the more committed to glory).[36] There were limits of course. Cicero in a letter begged Lucceius to make his name “illustrious and renowned” by being so profligate with the truth as to test the limits of its elasticity. Embarrassed, Cicero nonetheless noted, “a letter cannot blush.”[37] This pattern concentrated power in the hands of a relatively small group of people. With Augustus this changed. Instead of dozens of great patrons all enjoying similar levels of prestige, Augustus towered above the others. He became patron par excellence and so focused the narrow of beam of glory on the Julian house that it was without serious rival.




  Religion as compact. In ad 180 a group of Christians brought to trial so frustrated the official before whom they were arrayed that he declared, “We, too, are a religious people” (Et nos religiosi).[38] The story illustrates the difference between pagan and Christian experiences of religion. Jason Davies notes there are two questions to ask about Roman religion: What did they think? and What did they do?[39] The first is seldom ventured; the second, he avers, is important but yields answers that do not satisfy. Scholars have rightly avoided the idea of “faith” in regard to Roman religion even while asserting that to regard Roman religion as mere “public participation” is to relegate it to the status of a shade. There is more there, but how to get at it?




  Paganism can be described as a collection of cult acts. There was no creed. Sacrifice of animals, grains or the pouring of libations was common. The­atrical performances and processions accompanied festivals honoring the gods.[40] There was no conversion in paganism. More room could always be made on the shelf for another god. There was no sense of sin in paganism. Difficulty or misfortune was the result of an offense against a god or a group of gods. The trick was to discern which ones and then seek to placate them. For this reason the Romans prized the pax deorum, the peace with or of the gods. The Romans believed the favor of the gods rested upon them because of their acts of fealty. Livy records the misfortune that occurred when an official mishandled a prayer. The prayer had to be recited again and this time without stumble.[41] The Romans understood their dominance as attributable to this compact. One might argue that the Romans saw victory in war as evidence that the right man, the one chosen by the gods, was at the top. This helps to explain the many coins struck with images that combine imperial piety with victory.[42] Closely tied to the pax deorum was the mos maiorum, the tradition of the ancestors. In Roman homes were depictions of the ancestors on display, and these were carried in funeral processions as if to say, “This is what our family has done, this is who we are, this is how we should act.” Careful adherence to the patterns of the past was of signal importance for the good of the state. In Roman paganism the chief magistrates also functioned as the chief figures in religion. The Christian notion of faith was largely alien to paganism. Within the compass of antiquity faith was considered among the lower orders of mental activity. Excessive faith, superstitio, was to be avoided as a type of unhealthy credulity. When on trial early Christians could prove their loyalty not so much by proclamation of belief as the performance of certain acts, such as pouring libations to the emperor.




  From the earliest period of their history the Romans practiced sacrifice to the dead. The Romans called these shades di manes (the spirits of the dead), di lares (guardian spirits associated with the crossroads) and di penates (spirits of the inside of the house or spirits of the family ancestors). The three are sometimes conflated and by the time of Virgil could refer to an individual as well as the collective whole. Di penates were also associated with the genius or spirit of the paterfamilias and the national cult of the ancestors of the Roman people.[43] The Romans, therefore, evinced a belief in something like the spirits of the dead as well as the genius of the living. Public worship of the living generally linked the living person with one or more of the gods, such as picturing an emperor in the guise of Jupiter.[44] Private worship involved prayers for the genius of the person in question. From exile Ovid tried to mollify Augustus with claims of remorse and piety (nec pietas ignota mea est). He wrote that at dawn he “offers incense and words of prayer” to his household images of Augustus, Livia, Tiberias, Germanicus, Julius Caesar and Drusus.[45] When a group of Christians were brought before him, the proconsul Saturninus said “we swear by the genius of our lord the emperor (genium domni nostri imperatoris) and we offer prayers for his health” and he then advised them to do the same.[46]




  Augustus and Imperial Ideology




  After Actium the future Augustus stood alone on the pinnacle of Roman power. While he retained the preeminent place won in war, he chose to avoid the trappings of supreme power, instead electing to embrace the traditions of the past. To this end Augustus produced several intentional attempts to shape how and what others thought of him, including the Res Gestae and the Augustan forum.




  Augustus and his legacy. The Res Gestae (things done) was left with the Vestal Virgins to be read in the senate after the death of Augustus. It recalls the shaping events of Roman history, while highlighting no individual apart from Augustus. It is a record of all that he as benefactor had done for the Roman people, coupled with the insistence that all was done within the normal compass of Roman public life. Three copies of the Res Gestae have been found, all in Asia Minor. The most complete text, with Greek translation, is at Ancyra. The others are found in temples at Apollonia and Pisidian Antioch.
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