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PREFACE


I have been most encouraged by the positive reaction of readers to my Navigating Tough Texts (2020). Knowing this and being aware of how many other “tough texts” there are in the NT, I ventured to inquire from the editorial staff at Lexham Press whether there might be a market for a second volume with a similar approach. So, with a positive response from Lexham, I unexpectedly embarked on what has become volume 2.


As mentioned in the preface to the first volume, it has been my special privilege to read and teach the Greek New Testament for over fifty years and to be involved in the translation team of the New International Version (NIV) for its first twenty-five years. Again I am delighted to be able to pass on to others some of the treasures buried in the inspired and inspiring text of the NT. Not a few of the studies involve grammatical issues not apparent to readers who do not have access to the original Greek. Some of the studies relate to word meaning and usage, while others stem from the necessary consideration of the immediate context or relevant background data.


The studies are designed for pastors, undergraduate or graduate theological students, and Christians who are eager to reflect deeply about their faith and who are not afraid to be exposed to some of the intricacies of the Greek language.


They are tough texts for several reasons. They may be tough to understand because of a first-century perspective that is foreign to modern readers or because of some linguistic issue related to Greek. They may be tough to apply appropriately in the modern era. Or they may be tough to appreciate, given the long history of divisive and painful controversy that some texts have provoked.


Quite often, discussion of a tough text leads naturally into a wider treatment of major NT themes. As a result, any reader who chooses to work through the whole book, rather than just picking out those particular verses where they want help, can get a concise statement of many important theological topics.


Most of the texts could be classified into one of the following categories:


1.Verses that have been significant in church history (e.g., Matt 28:19; Acts 2:38; 19:5; Rom 3:30; Gal 2:14).


2.Key passages that are illuminating for understanding the person of Christ (Mark 1:9; John 1:14; 10:30; 12:34; Acts 7:55–56; 26:23; 2 Cor 5:19; 1 Pet 3:19; 4:6; Rev 22:13) or his work (Rom 8:33; Eph 2:14; 1 Pet 2:24).


3.Verses that contain apparent contradictions (Matt 16:5; Acts 1:18) or special difficulties (1 Cor 5:5; 9:24; 15:8; 2 Cor 11:21; 13:14; 1 John 5:7).


4.Issues relating to the Christian life (Matt 5:34; 19:12; 26:52; Luke 6:20; Acts 7:59–60; Rom 1:27; 1 Cor 13:8; 14:39; 2 Cor 11:2; Eph 4:3; 5:22–23).


5.Important passages about the future (Luke 20:36; Rom 11:26; 1 Cor 3:15; 2 Pet 3:12–13; Rev 20:4, 11).


It is my hope and prayer that the insights offered here may prompt in the reader a deeper love of the biblical text, and an enhanced devotion to its ultimate author—and perhaps even a desire to learn Greek!
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PART 1


GOSPELS AND ACTS







MATTHEW







1: WHAT WAS THE STAR OF BETHLEHEM? (MATT 2:2)


It was only after Jesus had been born that the Magi saw an extraordinary star in their sky that prompted their journey of about 550 miles from (probably) Babylon to Jerusalem (Matt 2:1–2). The Magi (magoi) were priests and wise men in Persia and Babylonia who were experts in astrology and the interpretation of dreams. This Greek term could also refer to magicians or sorcerers who practiced magic arts (Acts 8:9; 13:6, 8). For Matthew, these magi were non-Jewish religious astrologers “from the east” (apo anatolōn) who perceived in the star “at its rising” (NRSV, en tē anatolē) a heavenly sign of the recent arrival of an earthly child who was or would become “king of the Jews,” and who accordingly wished to pay him homage (Matt 2:1–2).


The evangelist would have known that the OT repudiates astrology (Isa 47:13–15; Jer 10:1–2). Here he neither condemns it nor approves of it, but recognizes that God, in his providential purposes, can even use the careful calculations of Gentile astrologers to bring about circumstances that fulfill prophecy: “A star will come from Jacob; a scepter will arise from Israel” (Num 24:17). Divine announcements can be made in the sky (Matt 24:30; Acts 2:19–20). In the wider context, Matthew contrasts the straightforward desire of the magi to offer homage to a newborn king with the hypocritical scheming of King Herod and his murderous intent (Matt 2:3–8, 16). Later Christian tradition viewed the magi as kings (cf. Ps 72:10; Isa 49:7; 60:3) and as three in number because of the three types of gifts they offered to the infant Jesus (Matt 2:11).


Not surprisingly, there have been many proposed identifications of the star. Any proposal must imply a date before the death of Herod the Great in 4 BC (Matt 2:1) and must accommodate the movement of the star westward to Jerusalem and then south to Bethlehem (Matt 2:1, 9). The main identifications are as follows:


•A supernova that occurred in 5 BC, a stellar explosion of enormous violence that fades after outshining an entire galaxy—but there is no known supernova remnant from this time.


•A triple conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter in the constellation of Pisces in 7 BC (e.g., the German astronomer Johannes Kepler, 1571–1630)—but none of these three conjunctions would be sufficiently close to each other to appear as a single star.


•A tailed comet that appeared in 5 BC, according to accurate and detailed Chinese astronomical records—a convincing recent proposal advanced by a Cambridge professor, Colin J. Humphreys, in “The Star of Bethlehem,” Science and Christian Belief 5 (1995): 83–101.







2: IS OATHTAKING WRONG? (MATT 5:34)


In the modern era, oathtaking is generally unnecessary, except in certain circumstances such as citizenship ceremonies (if required) or in court or other judicial proceedings. The president of the United States swears on the Bible, the ultimate source of truth, to uphold the United States Constitution during the swearing-in ceremony. Is this passage against the taking of oaths?


In the OT a person could take an oath and reinforce it by calling on God to witness it (Deut 10:20), but this placed the swearer under a curse if it turned out they had sworn deceitfully (Exod 20:7). Two NT passages address this matter of oathtaking.


You have heard that it was said to people of ancient times, “You shall not swear falsely, but keep the oaths you have made to the Lord.” But I tell you, do not swear an oath at all: either by heaven, for it is the throne of God; or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make one hair white or black. Simply let your “Yes” be “Yes,” and your “No” be “No”; anything more than this comes from the evil one. (Matt 5:33–37)


Above all, my brothers and sisters, do not swear—not by heaven or by earth or by any other oath. But let your “Yes” mean “Yes” and your “No” mean “No,” so that you may not incur condemnation. (Jas 5:12)


What do the passages have in common?


•a prohibition of a habit: “Do not swear” (mē omosai and mē omnuete);


•a directive: speak simply and honestly;


•a motivation: avoid adverse consequences.


Are Jesus and James saying that all oaths are wrong? Not so. After all, (1) God could swear on his own person to validate his promises (Gen 22:15–18; Num 14:21; Isa 14:24; Heb 6:13–18; 7:21); (2) Jesus himself responded positively at his trial when charged “under oath by the living God” (Matt 26:63–64); and (3) in his letters, Paul several times appeals to God as his witness to validate statements he made (Rom 1:9; 2 Cor 1:23; 11:11; 1 Thess 2:5, 10).


Jesus’s ban on oath-taking must be seen against the background of first century AD practice in which unnecessary oaths or vows were taken over trivial matters and a gradation of oaths had been created—from the serious and binding oath that invoked God’s name down to the potentially evasive oath that invoked heaven or earth or Jerusalem or even one’s head as witness (5:34–36). It is better to avoid all swearing than to swear falsely (Eccl 5:5); complete honesty in speech should be the norm (Matt 5:37; Deut 23:23). This is the essence of Jesus’s teaching in this area. Do not use an oath of any sort as a convenient way of avoiding the straightforward telling of the truth.







3: CALL FOR PERFECTION (MATT 5:48)


“Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”


This verse concludes a set of six antitheses (Matt 5:21–48), each expressed by the contrast “You have heard that it was said [to the people long ago], … but I tell you …” Each part of this unsettling call for perfection deserves close attention.


•“Be”: Esesthe, a future tense, here not meaning “You will be” or “You are destined to be,” but “You must be,” an imperatival future.


•“Perfect”: teleios, “perfect” in the sense of “having achieved or seeking to achieve an ideal or required goal” (telos).


•“As”: hōs, in the sense “in the same way as” or “just as.”


•“Perfect”: teleios, in the sense “uniquely and completely embodying the appropriate standard.”


•“Therefore” looks back to the last of the six antitheses (5:43–47) and expresses the conclusion that the goal to be sought is the perfect love of neighbor.


Enemies were to be loved not hated, and prayer was to be offered to God for those who persecute (5:43–44). Such action is fitting for God’s children, since his own love is all-embracing—the evil as well as the good receive the blessing of his sunshine and rain (5:45). To love and welcome all comers, to show kindness to them quite apart from what might be expected from them in return, is to follow the perfect model of one’s heavenly Father (5:46–47).


The closest comparable admonition in the Epistles is the injunction to imitate God or Christ. This idea of imitation is clearly implied in the “just as” of Matthew 5:48. So Paul directs his addressees who live in and around Ephesus, “Be imitators of God, as dearly loved children, and walk in the way of love” (Eph 5:1). Similarly, 1 Peter 2:21: “Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.” But when the apostle Paul was personally known to his readers or hearers, he urged them as their father in Christ to imitate himself (1 Cor 4:15–16)—but that imitation was qualified: “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ,” or “Follow my example, to the degree that I follow the example of Christ” (1 Cor 11:1). Christ was the supreme model to follow. For Paul’s converts, it was a mediated imitation. As those who were infants in the faith and, like Paul, had not met Jesus in his earthly life, it was easier to pattern their lives on a reliable model close at hand than on someone about whom they had merely heard.


This mediated imitation is also reflected in Hebrews. “We do not want you to become sluggish, but to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit the promises” (Heb 6:12). “Consider the outcome of their [your leaders’] way of life and imitate their faith” (Heb 13:7). Here is a fresh application of Matthew 5:48—seeking perfection or maturity in Christ (Col 1:28) by imitating mature fellow believers.


But the quest for spiritual maturity or perfection does not lead to sinlessness in this life (1 John 1:9; 2:1). There are degrees of perfection, with stages in the pursuit of a wholehearted love of God and neighbor (Phil 3:12–14; 1 John 4:16–17): “Let us go on toward perfection [teleiotēs]” (Heb 6:1).


There is undoubtedly a tension between the perfection of a permanent and right standing before God already granted to believers in Christ (e.g., Col 1:22) and the perfection eagerly pursued by imperfect believers. Nowhere is this “already/not yet” tension more evident than in successive verses in Hebrews 10: “We have been made holy [hēgiasmenoi esmen] through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all” (10:10), and “By a single sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy [tous hagiazomenous]” (10:14).







4: BURYING THE DEAD (MATT 8:22)


Just as Jesus was about to cross to the eastern side of Lake Tiberias (Matt 8:18, 23), he was met by two people, one “a teacher of the law” (= scribe) but both of them a “disciple” (mathētēs; note “another disciple,” Matt 8:21) in the sense of being from the crowd of his interested listeners (“the crowd around him,” Matt 8:18). For this use of the term disciple not referring to the Twelve, see John 6:60–61, 66–67.


Both of these disciples addressed Jesus by terms of respect and deference (“Teacher,” 8:19; “Lord,” 8:21), and both appeared to be eager to follow him (8:19; Luke 9:59). But the scribe’s promise to follow Jesus anywhere he went prompted Jesus’s reminder that safe accommodation could never be guaranteed for his true followers: “Foxes have their burrows and birds of the sky have their nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to rest his head” (8:20).


By addressing Jesus as “Lord,” the second disciple seemed to be expressing total surrender to Jesus’s will—apart from the ominous proviso that followed: “First, allow me to go off and bury my father” (8:21). This proof of the disciple’s qualified commitment to Jesus triggered Jesus’s startling response: “Follow me, and let the dead bury their own dead” (Matt 8:22). In his parallel, Luke adds, “but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:60b).


We cannot be sure what prior permission the man was seeking. His father may have already died and he wished to have adequate time to prepare for a suitable funeral. Or if his father was unwell, he may have wanted to show filial love by caring for him until he died. Alternatively, if his father was dead, he may have desired to follow the common first-century Palestinian custom of a “secondary burial” involving placing bones in an ancestral tomb one year after the initial burial in a cave. “I will follow you, Jesus, in about a year.”


Questions also remain about the meaning of Jesus’s statement. The first part is clear: “As for you, follow me right now!” (Akolouthei moi). And in the second part, “their own dead” clearly refers to the physically dead. But who constitutes “the dead” in the phrase “let the dead bury their own dead”? There are two options.


The first is the spiritually dead, in the present case (see Luke 9:60b) those who resist the call of Jesus and so are not part of the kingdom of God and have no concern for kingdom obligations. The second (preferably) is other members of the young man’s family who were “dead” as those unresponsive to the claims of Jesus but who would be fully capable of caring for the ailing father and any future funeral arrangements, including proper burial.


Through these two episodes (Luke adds a third: Luke 9:61–62), Jesus is teaching that following him affords no guarantee of physical security and freedom from opposition (Matt 8:19–20), and it demands wholehearted and prior allegiance to him as Lord (Matt 8:21–22). Jesus expressed this latter point a little later in typical powerful Semitic fashion, “Anyone who loves their father or mother more than me is not worthy of me” (Matt 10:37).







5: THE COMING OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD (MATT 16:28)


There are three accounts in the Gospels of the transfiguration of Jesus, probably on Mount Hermon, whose elevation is 9,232 ft. (2,814 m) above sea level: Matthew 17:1–8; Mark 9:2–8; and Luke 9:28–36 (cf. the reference to the event in 2 Pet 1:16–18; and perhaps John 1:14). Immediately before the description of the transfiguration, each of these three Gospels records Jesus’s prediction that a select group (“some who are standing here”) would not die before they see “the Son of Man coming in his kingly power” (Matt 16:28), or “that the kingdom of God has come with power” (Mark 9:1), or “the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:27).


The question is: When did this “coming” occur? We can safely assume that only one “coming” is involved, whether it be called a coming of the Son of Man or of the kingdom, since the kingdom belongs to the Son of Man (Matt 16:28). Five major proposals have been made regarding the time of the fulfillment of Jesus’s prediction.


First is the transfiguration. Several facts support this view: the significant placement of the prediction (see above); the explicit reference to Peter, James, and John (e.g., Matt 17:1; cf. 2 Pet 1:16, 18) who would actually be, or would be among, the “some standing here” (see above); these three men “saw” the transformed Jesus (Matt 17:2, 9); they saw the kingdom present “with power” (Mark 9:1)—evidence of the royal presence is found in the brightness (Matt 17:2, 5) and the majesty and glory (2 Pet 1:16–17); “the Son of Man” is mentioned by Jesus in his instruction to the three disciples “as they were coming down the mountain” (Matt 17:9). But why would Jesus say that some would not die when the transfiguration was only six days away (Matt 17:1)? Perhaps he was implying that while Peter, James and John would soon witness the kingdom in all its power, others would not have that experience until his second advent.


Second is the resurrection. “Jesus Christ our Lord was openly designated as Son of God with power by the Holy Spirit through his rising from the dead” (Rom 1:4).


Third is Pentecost. To those who love him and obey his teaching, Jesus promised “My Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them” (John 14:23), apparently a reference to the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost.


Fourth is the advance of Christ’s kingly reign through the spread of the gospel after Pentecost: “With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 4:33).


Fifth is the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70 (Matt 24:2; Mark 13:2; Luke 19:43–44). On this view, only a small number (“some who are standing here”) would not “taste” (= experience) death before the Son of Man came in judgment on the city where so many had rejected their Messiah, “not recognizing the time of God’s coming” (Luke 19:44).


Of these proposals, the first is the most likely, with the transfiguration being an anticipation of Jesus’s ultimate coming with vast glory (Matt 16:27; 24:30; 25:31; cf. 2 Pet 1:17). The second, third, and fourth identifications might also have been intended in Jesus’s prediction, but the last proposal seems to be highly unlikely. This saying, then, illustrates the possibility of multiple fulfillments of prophecy.







6: CHOOSING CELIBACY (MATT 19:12)


For humans, being single may result from divorce (or annulment) or from bereavement, or it may describe the state of never having been married. It is this latter singleness that is our focus here.
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