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Preface

THE ORIGINAL PROJECTION of God, Revelation and Authority envisioned four volumes, the last of these to concentrate specifically on the doctrine of God.

Exposition of the Fifteen Theses on divine revelation begun in Volume II has required more space than anticipated, however, and extends through Volumes III and IV. Word Books is publishing these latter volumes simultaneously.

The volume on the doctrine of God will therefore appear as Volume V, and is projected for publication in 1983.

I am deeply indebted to Miss Mary Ruth Howes, senior editor for Word Books, who has contributed greatly to the monitoring and production of these volumes. By a remarkable coincidence my wife and I first met her in 1968 in Oxford, England, where we happened to occupy adjoining seats at the world premiere of Donald Swann’s opera based on C. S. Lewis’s Perelandra.

In addition to appreciation earlier expressed to Dr. Gordon H. Clark, who has also read many of these later chapters, and to my wife Helga, who has been a constant and willing colaborer, I wish to note that Dr. Ronald Nash of Western Kentucky University offered useful comments on chapters 11 and 13 (volume III); that Professor Charles Davis of Minnesota Bible College offered suggestions on chapter 19 (volume III); and that Dr. Michael Peterson of Asbury College made helpful comments and suggested additions to chapters 21 and 26 (volume III).

In conclusion, to supplement the earlier list of campuses where portions of these volumes were presented in lecture form, I mention the following: Alma College, Columbia Graduate School of Mission, Cornell University (Christian Graduates Fellowship), Evangel College, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, Hood College (Intervarsity chapter), Purdue University (Intervarsity chapter), Reformed Theological Seminary, Stanford University (Intervarsity chapter), Wake Forest University and Yale University (Christian Fellowship). Outside the United States related lectures were given at Asian Theological Seminary, Manila; Discipleship Training Center, Singapore; Haggai Institute, Singapore; London Bible College, England; Lutheran Theological Seminary, New Territories, Hong Kong; the newly formed evangelical seminary in Zagreb, Yugoslavia; Ontario Theological Seminary, Toronto, and Regent College, Vancouver, Canada; and finally, Tainan Theological College, Taiwan.
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THESIS EIGHT:

The climax of God’s special revelation is Jesus of Nazareth, the personal incarnation of God in the flesh;
in Jesus Christ the source and content of revelation converge and coincide.

1.
The Disclosure of God’s Eternal Secret

IN THE BIBLE THE TERM mystery bears a meaning different from its usage in ordinary secular discourse as well as in the ancient mystery religions. In both the Old Testament and the New the term gains a sense peculiar to the inspired biblical writings. It appears but once in the four Gospels, and that in connection with Jesus’ remarkable identification of himself as the sower and as the Son of Man. In the New Testament epistles the term is used for the divine revelation of Jesus of Nazareth as incarnate deity in an incomparable disclosure eternally foreordained by the living God. In the Old Testament the Book of Daniel employs the concept of mystery in a dramatic apocalyptic reference to the coming Son of Man.

In secular references the term mystery even today denotes a still hidden reality or what is perhaps an insoluble enigma, a permanently sealed secret, something that cannot be unraveled or undone. In classical Greek the term gained still another signification through the mystery religions; here the mysteries represented supposed secrets concerning cosmic life known only to initiates who were then sworn to silence. The Pythagorean salvation-ritual, for example, included the wearing of linen rather than woolen clothes, and the dietary avoidance of beans and white roosters. Plato shuns the widely prevalent mystery concepts; instead he regards the mysteries as stubborn philosophical perplexities to be unraveled by reason; initiation into philosophical endeavor involves not the concealment of supposed cosmic secrets but the aggressive pursuit and cognition of whatever is intellectually elusive.

But in the Bible mystery gains a meaning all its own: it designates what is no longer concealed because God has now revealed it, and has done so once for all at a given point in time. All the more lamentable, therefore, is the modern theological retention of the term not in its biblical meaning but in its nonbiblical sense of something beyond human comprehension. In stark contrast to the mystery religions, the Bible nowhere suggests that the living God is hidden from mankind, being known only to initiates into the mysteries. The Creator is universally revealed and universally known, even if mankind since the Fall holds this knowledge of him rebelliously and deforms and even denies it. The Hebrew verb for “to hide” and its related noun “hidden secrets” had none of the pagan religious associations of the Greek noun mustērion (whose origin “is itself a mystery,” as Günther Bornkamm reminds us). To this term the New Testament imparts nuances peculiar to the biblical view of divine disclosure. Although it was long unknown, by divine foreordination God’s now “open secret” (cf. Rom. 16:25–26) centers in the incarnation of Jesus Christ who is at once head of the universe and head of the church.

The Old Testament canonical books do not use the equivalent of the Greek term mustērion; when related concepts appear, moreover, they refer only to idolatrous religion (Num. 25:3–4; Deut. 23:18). Even the apocryphal work Wisdom of Solomon, which presents teaching on the origin and content of wisdom as the disclosure of a mystery (6:22), does not, contrary to the mystery religions, depict God’s truth as confined to a circle of mystae. The notion of mustērion was alien to the religious outlook and practice of the Hebrew writers and people.

The concept recurs in the Old Testament only in the Aramaic portion of Daniel (2:18–19, 27–30, 47; 4:9), where it notably carries the new sense of an eschatological mystery. Here it designates decisive future events which God alone is able to disclose and interpret, and which he reveals to his Spirit-inspired spokesman. Power to disclose these mysteries distinguishes the living God from pseudodivinities. Apocalyptic passages in the apocryphal books pick up this singular Old Testament emphasis on mystery as a future known to God and already decided and ordained by him and to be brought about in the “last times,” yet one known already to the apocalyptists by divine revelation. Of the apocalyptic books, Daniel alone found a place in the Old Testament canon; the others were considered to be apocryphal. In the Gospels the eschatological association of the title Son of Man, which Jesus alone uses, and that frequently, is, as R. H. Lightfoot says, “almost certainly connected with its use in Daniel 7:13” (The Gospel Message of St. Mark, p. 41).1

Efforts to explain the scriptural use of mustērion—it occurs more than thirty times in the Bible—by reference either to the ancient Semitic world or to the Greek mystery religions have proved unconvincing (cf. R. E. Brown, “The Semitic Background of the Term ‘Mystery’ in the New Testament,” and “The Pre-Christian Semitic Conception of ‘Mystery’ “). As Walter L. Liefeld says, the concept of mystery in the New Testament “owes nothing to the mystery cults” (“Mystery,” 4:330a). In the Bible mystery designates neither the absolutely unknowable nor the cosmic secrets supposedly divulged only to initiates; it refers rather to what is divinely disclosed in God’s good time and published to all mankind. In the New Testament mustērion stands for a divine secret that is being or has been supernaturally disclosed. As Liefeld remarks, “the stress in the New Testament is not on a mystery hidden from all but a select few initiates, but on the revelation of the formerly hidden knowledge” (ibid., p. 328a). There is no room here, moreover, for the Vulgate’s translation of mustērion as sacramentum and the medieval connection of mystery with ecclesiastical sacraments.

The New Testament connects the term mustērion with the apostolic proclamation of Jesus Christ; he is the unveiled mystery of God (Col. 1:27, 2:2, 4:3). The Apostle Paul writes of the sacred mystery of God’s word as now “as clear as daylight to those who love God” (Col. 1:26, Phillips). This New Testament sense, S. S. Smalley notes, comes very close to that of apokalupsis, that is, revelation. “Mystērion is a temporary secret, which once revealed is known and understood—a secret no longer; apokalypsis is a temporarily hidden eventuality, which simply awaits its revelation to make it actual and apprehended” (“Mystery,” p. 856b). The Apostle Paul uses the term apokalupsis not only in passages referring to the end-time disclosure of the glory of the creation and of the sons of God (Rom. 8:19), but also in those that speak especially of Christ himself (e.g., 1 Cor. 1:7). But the mystery is “not itself revelation,” as G. Bornkamm observes; it is rather “the object of revelation. …It is not as though the mystery were a presupposition of revelation which is set aside when this takes place. Rather, revelation discloses the mystery as such. Hence the mystery of God does not disclose itself. At the appointed time it is in free grace declared by God Himself to those who are selected and blessed by Him” (“Mustērion,” 4:820–21). The mystery itself as an unveiled secret is revelationally disclosed (1 Cor. 15:51).

Apart from its single occurrence in the Synoptic Gospels and four occurrences in the Book of Revelation, the term mustērion appears in its remaining New Testament uses—twenty-one times—in the Pauline epistles. There, as Smalley observes, it designates the content of God’s good news (Eph. 6:19) that focuses on Christ (Col. 2:2) as eternally decreed (1 Cor. 2:7), yet veiled to human understanding awaiting supernatural disclosure (1 Cor. 2:8; Rom. 8:25) in a historical manifestation (Eph. 1:9, 3:3–4) in the “fulness of the time” (Gal. 4:4, KJV). The mysterious wisdom of God was prepared before the creation (1 Cor. 2:7) and was hidden in God (Eph. 3:9), and hidden from the ages (1 Cor. 2:8; Eph. 3:9; Col. 1:26; Rom. 16:25). But the times reach their terminus in the revelation that the creation and consummation of the world are comprised in the eternal Christ become flesh: “For God has allowed us to know the secret of his plan, and it is this: he purposed long ago in his sovereign will that all human history should be consummated in Christ, that everything that exists in heaven or earth should find its perfection and fulfillment in him” (Eph. 1:10, Phillips). Christian proclamation therefore centers in Jesus Christ—his incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection—as the revealed ground of reconciliation between a sinful race and the holy Lord: he is the hope of mankind (Eph. 1:12) and of the universe (1:10), the hope of the coming glory (1:18; cf. Col. 1:27) available to Jew and Gentile alike (Eph. 3:8). “The whole creation is on tiptoe,” Phillips translates a passage that captures the spirit of comprehensive expectation, “to see the wonderful sight of the sons of God coming into their own” (Rom. 8:19).

The inspired apostles and prophets are divinely instructed in this secret of Christ (1 Cor. 13:2). The apostles, moreover, do not refer exclusively to the activity of Christ in their own New Testament time. Paul in 1 Corinthians 10:4 interprets the water-dispensing rock in the wilderness (Exod. 17:6) in a way that implies, as A. Oepke says, “that the whole of salvation history prior to Christ is really the work of Christ” (“Apokaluptō,” 3:585). Peter affirms that the Spirit of Christ inspired the prophets and bore witness concerning his coming sufferings and future glorification (1 Pet. 1:11–12). Paul’s teaching of the preexistence of Christ runs throughout his epistles (1 Cor. 8:6; 2 Cor. 8:9; Gal. 4:4; Rom. 8:3; Phil. 2:5–7; Col. 1:15–17), and he unhesitatingly attributes the creation of the world to Christ as divine agent and primeval creator (Col. 1:16). The Apostle John binds the creation and preservation of the universe and of life to revelation in Christ (John 1:3–4) in a Logos-doctrine that presents the preexistent Christ in insistently personal terms. But the moment of messianic fulfillment marks a dramatic divine unveiling, that is, the inauguration of a new era. Here one recalls Jesus’ words to his disciples: “Many prophets and righteous men desired to see what you see, and did not see it; and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it” (Matt. 13:17, NAS). Matthew emphasizes that it was after Jesus spoke these words that he delivered the parable of the sower (13:18) in which Jesus referred to himself as the Son of Man.

“It was by a revelation,” Paul declares, “that this secret was made known …the secret of Christ. In former generations this was not disclosed to the human race; but now it has been revealed by inspiration to his dedicated apostles and prophets, that through the Gospel the Gentiles are joint heirs with the Jews, part of the same body, sharers together in the promise made in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 3:3–5, NEB). Paul nowhere says, however, that all he knew about Jesus Christ was given him by direct revelational impartation, but much of it was, including Christ’s Damascus Road manifestation in which the Crucified One was self-revealed to Paul as the risen Lord. This revealed mystery, moreover, awaits eschatological consummation (Rev. 10:7; cf. 1 Cor. 15:51–53).

Paul strikingly reflects the contrast between the theological reality of God’s voluntarily revealed truth on the one hand and any philosophical notion on the other of the intrinsic unknowability or unmediated knowability of the transcendent supernatural. The apostle leaves no doubt that the hiddenness of God’s truth is grounded not basically in the essential limitations of human reason, nor only conditionally in a divine decree apart from which man might have discovered what is otherwise inaccessible; he shows that this remoteness arises rather from the very nature of divine truth itself. The truths of God are not a prerogative of human knowing but belong to the “deep things” of the Deity who reveals them optionally. Paul stresses that in Christ, the revealed mystery, all the treasures of wisdom were hidden until the time of God’s active disclosure (Col. 2:2–3).

In writing to the Corinthians, surely one of Paul’s earliest letters, the apostle emphasizes that the content of the mystery is divinely determined, and that this content is divinely revealed. He depicts the mystery as “the hidden wisdom, which God preordained before the ages unto our glory” (1 Cor. 2:7, NAS). The mind of God is therefore the source of this wisdom. Its origin is not in human ingenuity nor is it accessible to human initiative. Paul describes the content of this revealed wisdom in 1 Corinthians 2:9 by quoting Isaiah 64:4: “Things beyond our seeing, things beyond our hearing, things beyond our imagining, all prepared by God for those who love him” (NEB). F. Godet comments: “By combining the three terms seeing, hearing, and entering into the heart [as the King James Version reads], the apostle wishes to designate the three means of natural knowledge: sight, or immediate experience; hearing, or knowledge by way of tradition; finally, …the discoveries of the understanding. …By none of these means can man reach the conception of the blessings which God has destined for him” (Commentary on St. Paul‘s First Epistle to the Corinthians, pp. 144–45).

The apostle then adds that God has now made known what would otherwise remain hidden (cf. Col. 1:26–27); what God purposed in eternity past has been made clearly known through “the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ” (2 Tim. 1:10, KJV). In Paul’s writings “mystery” simply signifies “a truth or a fact which the human understanding cannot of itself discover, but which it apprehends as soon as God gives the revelation of it.” The secret “conceived by God and known to Him alone, might have been revealed much earlier, from the beginning of the existence of humanity,” Godet comments, “but it pleased Him to keep silence about it for long ages” (ibid., pp. 137, 138–39). It was not revealed to earlier generations as it is now (cf. Eph. 3:5); its nondisclosure prior to the incarnation was a matter of divine planning.

The apostle emphasizes finally that this salvific disclosure in behalf of mankind involved a historical realization in an individual person, that is, in the God-man, Jesus of Nazareth “the Lord of glory” (1 Cor. 2:6). As Paul states elsewhere, the treasures of wisdom are hid in Christ (Col. 2:3).

“The revelation of Jesus Christ” also shelters a future eschatological onworking that unfolds the full depths of the hidden life of God (1 Cor. 1:7; 2 Thes. 1:7; 1 Pet. 1:7, 13). Not only Paul but John as well—in his First Epistle—uses phaneroō for that revelation of Christ which is yet to come (2:28; 3:1, 2) and in the Book of Revelation relates revelation to what is still future. All this is set, moreover, in the context of the scriptural disclosure. The apostolic preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ is identified as “the revelation of the mystery” now “made manifest,” but “the Scriptures of the prophets” are explicitly named as “making known” the mystery “to all nations for the obedience of faith” (Rom. 16:25–26, KJV). Church proclamation takes place on the presupposition of the special prophetic-apostolic disclosure; that is, preaching carries to those who are strangers to God the already given content of divine revelation. Long hidden but now revealed in the apostolic present (ephanerōthē, Col. 1:26), the gospel of Christ includes the disclosure of God’s purposing that the risen Lord should indwell all believers (1:27) in glorious hope, that is, in anticipation of a future glory “which shall be revealed in us” (Rom. 8:18, KJV). The eschatological revelation is foretold in the Old Testament, is sampled in the New as the decisive beginning of the end, but not until the parousia will the glory of the exalted Christ be fully unveiled. In this sense, as A. Oepke comments, “the whole of salvation history in both OT and NT stands in the morning light of the revelation which will culminate in the parousia of Christ” (“Apokaluptō,” 3:585). The eschatological future will crown what is already underway; that the cosmos and the history of mankind find their center and climax in Christ is already an open secret. When Peter writes that “He was foreknown before the foundation of the world, but has appeared in these last times for the sake of you” (1 Pet. 1:20, NAS), he leaves no doubt that the Christian era begins the final period in the religious history of the human race. God purposed redemption in Jesus Christ (Acts 4:25–30), chose believers in him (Eph. 1:4), manifested himself in the flesh of the Nazarene (1 Tim. 3:10), and has exalted the crucified and risen Jesus as the Lord of the universe and head of the church (Phil. 2:9–11) who illuminates life and abolishes death (1 Tim. 3:10).

The secret counsel or mystery of God’s will in the created cosmos and in human history is therefore openly published in the manifestation of Jesus of Nazareth. In a threshold eschatological event the Word becomes flesh (John 1:14, 18), and as risen Lord indwells believing Jews and Gentiles in one body, the church (Col. 1:27; Eph. 3:4–6). The entire created universe is yet to be subordinated to him (Eph. 1:9–10). The New Testament affirms not only that the risen Christ is the coming King who in the end time restores royal dominion to God, but that he is also the present King whose cosmological relationships extend throughout the whole creation (Phil. 2:10; Col. 2:6) and the exalted and authoritative Lord to whom believers must render service (Rom. 12:1, 11; 1 Cor. 12:15; Eph. 6:7; Col. 3:23). While Jesus’ lordship is cosmic, it centers in his rule over mankind as sole redeemer and judge (Rom. 14:9). The term kurieuō, used of Christ’s lordship, embraces earthly political powers (cf. 1 Tim. 6:15). Luke employs it (22:25) in reporting Jesus’ saying that “the kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over them are given the title Benefactor” (NIV; “Friends of the People,” TEV). Only Yahweh or his Messiah has divine rank; earthly kings are subordinate and as such are contrasted with God the King or the Messiah King Jesus. Designation of the risen Jesus as kurios (Phil. 2:6–11) declares his position to be divine and equal to God’s. Not only are the wicked Herods and blasphemous Roman emperors for all their pretensions made the subjects of prayer (1 Tim. 2:2) but also all kings as well as all mankind must hear the gospel (Acts 9:15; cf. Rev. 10:11). The Book of Revelation sounds the great refrain: “The Lamb … is Lord of lords, and King of kings” (17:14, KJV); the heavenly victory song, “the Lord our God the Almighty reigns” (19:6, RSV) climaxes in the affirmation that Jesus’ name is “King of kings and Lord of lords” (19:16, RSV). The revealed mustērion centers therefore in a history foreordained in God’s eternal purpose and distinguished as such from one of impersonal cosmic law, a history that meshes with everyday human existence and activity. In this earthly history the powerful world rulers seek to destroy the Lord of glory; the crucified Christ’s resurrection and exaltation in turn expose the antagonism and antithesis between pretentious world-wisdom and God’s transcendent wisdom.

Barth summarizes the revealed mystery this way: “The Head of the Church … is also the Head of the Cosmos, the ground of the covenant who is also the ground of creation” (Church Dogmatics, III/1, p. 64). In Colossians 1:13–17, as G. H. P. Thompson observes, “Jesus is seen as the source and origin of all created things and the point where men are confronted with God” not only in a passing way but “all through” the passage. He is “not only the source of creation but the one who creates order out of the disorder that has crept into God’s universe” (The Letters of Paul to the Ephesians, to the Colossians and to Philemon, pp. 133–34, 136). In Christ the universe has its once-concealed but now openly proclaimed center; sin and evil assuredly will not undo and only temporarily will conflict with his sovereign divine righteousness and love. In relation to Christ Jesus as Lord, source of all the created forms and structures of the cosmos and man, we are to comprehend the natural attraction even of created objects for each other—at the subatomic level between differently charged particles, the propensity of elements to unite within the molecule itself, and the gravitational pull between sun and planets in the solar system. Whether in microcosm or macrocosm, there exists on the basis of the Christ of creation and preservation an affective force, and through the redemptive efficacy of Christ Jesus even the lion and the lamb will one day recline together and mankind will universally bow to the inescapable demands of justice and love. Christ and his church—embracing redeemed Jew and redeemed Gentile—will glorify the risen Redeemer’s name through the eternal ages. The New Testament therefore exhibits the central role of the preexistent Christ in the creation of the universe (1 Cor. 8:6). It also unveils Jesus of Nazareth in whom divine fullness dwells (Col. 1:19) as holding together all things and ruling as head (Col. 1:16–17), indeed as standing not only at the center of the cosmos but also at the center of human history and sheltering the faithful in time and eternity (Col. 1:18–20).

For contemporary man the place of the individual in the universe is no less a problem than it was for man in the Greco-Roman world. The extension of spatial frontiers now enlarges the sense of cosmic loneliness. Ancient naturalistic philosophy lost man in nature; idealism and pantheism lost him in the divine. In either case, not only was a personal afterlife eclipsed, but the interest of God or the gods in the individual was also unsure. Man’s significance in the social order could hardly survive doubts about his personal significance in the cosmic order. The intricate and rarefied speculations of the philosophers were too abstruse for the masses of humanity, while intellectual contradiction weakened rational stability among those given to technical reflection. In these circumstances the mystery religions filled an emotional vacuum. The Gnostic heresy, moreover, offered a faith that allowed accessibility to the divine, although it denied the possibility of knowledge of the ultimate Eon. It interwove philosophical conjecture, astrology and cult practices into an amalgam that professed to be an ancient secret tradition and in some sense a revealed means for achieving the self’s full potential. This syncretistic religion appealed even to some Hellenistic and Palestinian Jews for whom the living God of the cosmos and history had become mostly a scriptural tradition and no longer involved a vital personal faith. The attraction of magic, of the mystery cults, and of Gnosticism in some Jewish circles led to numerous types of paganized Judaism. While we cannot detail the conglomerate doctrine peculiar to the religious teachers of Colossae, it apparently threatened to capture the imagination even of some of the early Christians.

Paul not only warns against serious errors of the Gnostic heresy but also brings into focus the revelationally grounded alternative. His protest against the doctrine of stoicheia (Col. 2:8) or “elemental spirits” cuts across conceptions then prevalent in both philosophy and astrology. His further rejection of the worship of such spirits (2:18) suggests that some circles accommodated intermediary divinities, whether angelic hierarchies or hypostatizations of divine attributes (both tendencies have been uncovered in Iranian religion of that time). To promote a proper relationship with the elemental spirits, and presumably with angelic mediators and hence with the cosmos also, these cults sponsored prescribed ritual observances and ascetic practices that biblical redemption wholly nullifies. It takes little imagination to find in the contemporary pursuit of astrology, spiritism, meditation techniques, Satan-worship, and much else an approximation of many of these features.

The Apostle’s unswerving alternative is that Christ is the one and only mediator of creation through whom and for whom God made the universe; likewise he is the sole mediator of redemption through whom he redeems man and the world. It is Christ, moreover, who sustains the creation as an ordered whole and will bring it to its destined finality and consummation. Each and every Christian at Colossae who steadfastly remains in the truth of the gospel, says Paul, is secure in the kingdom of light and love into which Christ translates believers (1:13–23). Fred D. Gealy emphasizes that the Pauline sense of mystery is not “mysterious” but “revealed truth”; in 1 Timothy 3:16 the Apostle declares: “Great indeed … is the [revealed truth]” of the Christian religion (“I and II Timothy and Titus: Introduction and Exegesis,” 11:421). The formula “Great is …” was common in adulatory invocations and confessions of faith, and is the Christian alternative to “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians” (Acts 19:28), though the reference need not be viewed in specific counterpoint to the Artemisian cult. Jesus Christ, “God manifest in the flesh,” as the passage in 1 Timothy continues, is already now glorious in heaven.

The revealed mystery involves “Christ in you”—the Gentiles (Col. 1:27; cf. Eph. 3:4–6)—in a spiritual body that includes Jews and Gentiles alike. The eternal election of believers is experientially effected in the personal reception and appropriation of the now openly revealed mystery. As Bornkamm adds, “In Christ they are taken out of the old nature of distance from and hostility to God. Saved by grace and awakened with Christ, as Jews and Gentiles united in the Church under the head, Christ, they are set in the sphere of heaven (Eph. 2:5 f.)” (“Mustērion,” 4:820). Jesus’ self-manifestation (emphanizō) continues when the Father and the Son come to reside in the believer. The Colossian letter that so boldly identifies God’s now open secret with Christ (1:26–27; 2:2) also approximates the emphasis of Ephesians that the mystery more specifically is “Christ in you” (1:26–27), that is, Christ indwelling believing Gentiles no less than believing Jews. “God’s evangelic plan,” Charles F. D. Moule says rather broadly, “consists of the unification of the universe, including Jew and Gentile” (“Mystery,” 3:480a).

Paul writes that he is the herald privileged “to make the word of God fully known, the mystery hidden for ages and generations but now made manifest to his saints” (Col. 1:25–26, RSV). Central to his emphasis is the dramatic change between a past situation of hiddenness of the mystery and the subsequent disclosure-situations: the redemption of sinners has its ground in the incarnate and crucified Jesus as the promised Messiah, the saving knowledge of God is extended to Gentiles in eager worldwide invitation, and the Risen Christ indwells each and every believer. While these truths and privileges were unknown equally to Jew and Gentile, they are now the glorious good news openly proclaimed to all (1:28).

The fact of revelation in Christ and the purpose of God in the church and for Gentile and Jew alike throws us back upon the sovereign freedom of God in his election, for the election of believers is as foreordained as the mystery itself. Since the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden and revealed in Christ (Col. 2:3), it is futile to seek them independently of Christ, vain to probe depths of divinity elsewhere, and fatal to neglect what is proffered in him. Things hidden “from the wise and prudent”—that is, from those who consider themselves competent to chart their own way—are “revealed … unto babes,” to Jesus’ disciples who recognize the prerogatives of deity and who instead of obtruding conjectural metaphysics or fanciful myths set themselves resolutely to the context of divine revelation. “Neither knoweth any man the Father, save the Son, and he to whomsoever the Son will reveal him” (Matt. 11:25, 27, KJV). Those who catalogue and caricature this as “religious mystery” of no concern to the reflective mind place themselves not on the side of illumination and truth but over against God and reason, for the name Jesus Christ must be appended to every serious discussion of the deep things of God. In the secret depths of his being and decree the living God willed and promised the messianic mission of the sent Son, “the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8, KJV). God has deliberately encapsulated his grace in the name of Jesus Christ, in the humiliation of the eternal Son and the glorification of the Crucified One who stands incomparably related to the cosmos and all mankind. The Almighty manifests himself in the form of the Nazarene who, by falling prey to death exposes the depth of human animosity toward God, and by his resurrection reveals himself to be the unconditionally omnipotent executor of the Father’s will and thus discloses in the public arena of cosmic life the secret of his existence. In Jesus of Nazareth we reckon and deal with God; the Godhead is revealed in embodied existence (John 1:14, Col. 1:19). In Christ, moreover, the divine being has been made fully evident; his earthly life and ministry mirror the perfections of divinity. It is no longer baffling that the divine comes to great glory through incarnation and crucifixion and resurrection. The revealed mystery of the incarnation, of the virgin birth, of the passion, of the resurrection, define the now open secret that the eternal God has given himself redemptively in Jesus Christ the God-man.

As already mentioned, the term mustērion occurs only once in the Gospels, and that is in a striking saying by Jesus of Nazareth. Here Jesus’ interpretation of the parable of the sower (Matt. 13:11; Mark 4:11; Luke 8:10) stands in a context pertaining to the purpose of parables as a literary form. The “mystery of the kingdom of God” (Mark) is veiled and unveiled by parable. The parable form reveals to the disciples what is hidden from others, namely, the coming and encroaching divine rule, the presence of the kingdom, the messianic daybreak manifested in Jesus’ very words and works, in brief, that Jesus himself is the promised Messiah.

R. H. Lightfoot notes that Mark’s Gospel opens “with the proclamation of the arrival (in some sense) of the kingdom of God.” Now, he adds, “in these parables a supreme confidence is expressed in the certain triumph of good, and of that kingdom, which we may say is tacitly identified with the cause and work of Jesus, and of his followers” (History and Interpretation in the Gospels, pp. 112–113). While earlier chapters of Mark’s Gospel do not represent Jesus as calling attention to his own person, their intimation nonetheless prepares for the unusual significance that the parable of the sower more clearly implies. The striking mystery now manifest is that “in and through the ministry of Jesus the kingdom of God is breaking into history” (D. E. Nineham, Saint Mark, p. 183). “In Mark the meaning would appear to be that the secret being revealed to this inner circle is that, in some sense, Jesus himself in his ministry is to be identified with the kingdom of God” (Moule, “Mystery,” 3:480a). E. J. Tinsley states the point even more strongly: “The disciples have inside knowledge about the kingdom of God; the very fact of their discipleship shows that they realize the kingdom is secretly present in what Jesus says and does” (The Gospel According to Luke, p. 87). To Jesus’ disciples is given to know what the masses do not yet discern: “the mystery of the kingdom of God” (Mark 4:11; some Marcan variants have the plural, as in Luke 8:10 or as in Matthew 13:13, “the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven”). Jesus is the sower who brings the kingdom to fruition.

In contemplating God’s work, the Old Testament seems deliberately to avoid designating God as sower and notably uses the seed-motif very differently than do the nature religions. This is the case even in Genesis 8:22 which speaks of God’s ordaining seedtime and harvest while the world remains, and in Isaiah 28:23–29 which reflects the divine role in agriculture. The Old Testament focuses on the promised seed of Abraham, of Isaac, or of David, and the New Testament carries forward this interest. Paul accordingly applies the reference to Abraham’s seed typologically to Christ (Gal. 3:16, 19). But in the parable of the sower Jesus remarkably applies the motif of seed-sowing to evangelical proclamation, and identifies himself, the Messiah of promise, as the sower. In Mark 4 as in Mark 13, Lightfoot notes, the Son of Man is “identified silently with the person of the speaker” (The Gospel Message of St. Mark, p. 113). In Matthew’s Gospel the identification is explicit: “The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man” (Matt. 13:37, NIV). The title Son of Man is here used apocalyptically (cf. 13:41). The sower disseminates the message (Mark 4:14) or logos, which often means the Word of Jesus (cf. 2:2) or Word of God (cf. 7:13), and the sower of the good seed, namely, the Son of Man, will in the eschatological age make a final division between the evildoers and the righteous (cf. Matt. 24:30–31; 25:31–46).

The Bible therefore never presents mystery as that which is absolutely and enigmatically unknowable, but always and only as that which God makes known. Its content of mystery differs dramatically from that of ancient mystery religions which promoted the notion of a divine secret deliberately kept from the masses by privileged initiates. The Bible emphasizes instead the perils of the human hardness of heart that frustrates the reception of the revelational good news. The Gospels bear not the slightest similarity to the literary genre of mystery stories, for in biblical religion mystery is God’s astonishing disclosure in Christ. In brief, the revealed mystery is that the historical mediator of salvation, Jesus of Nazareth, intrinsically carries the dignity of the personal cosmic creator and of the only mediator of redemption, and as risen Lord makes the lives of redeemed sinners—Jew and Gentile alike—his dwelling place.



1. Full information on all sources cited in the text is given in the bibliography at the end of this volume.







2.
Prophecy and Fulfillment: The Last Days

THE DRAMATIC AND UNMISTAKABLE MESSAGE of the New Testament is that mankind lives already in the last days because of the resurrection of the crucified Messiah, and that the very last of those days is now soon to break upon us.

The last days are here. The coming of Jesus Christ into the world marks a “fullness of time” that sets the Old Testament promises and all ancient history into new perspective. “When in former times God spoke to our forefathers, he spoke in fragmentary and varied fashion through the prophets. But in this the final age he has spoken to us in the Son” (Heb. 1:1–2, NEB). To the “not yet” of the Old Testament, God has added the “already” of the New, propelling history into its “final age.” In the many things done “that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophets,” Jesus of Nazareth tipped the prophetic scale in a decisive alteration of the aeons and an accelerated expectation of the end.

To be sure, Jesus does not disown or demean the past when he emphasizes that “the law and the prophets were until John [the Baptist]” (Luke 16:16, KJV). He declares, rather, that the Messiah foretold by the inspired writers has come, that the one of whom Moses and the ancient prophets spoke is now here. Sacrificial types find their fulfillment in God’s slain Lamb who bears the sins of the world (John 1:29). The reign of the law and the prophets has yielded to something much more spectacular, that is, the time of fulfillment. The New Testament climax makes those ancient writings a preliminary, an Old Testament. The historical redemptive revelation decisive for all human destiny is no longer still to occur. The manifestation of God in Christ puts the whole Old Testament past in a new context, namely, God’s fulfillment in Jesus of Nazareth of what the prophets had long foretold. The prophetic time clock thus strikes a new age and moves salvation history forward to a new and critically central stage.

In contrast to the Old Testament era, the entire church age stands in a preferential position, since it presupposes not simply a waiting in messianic expectation, but a time of messianic fulfillment as well. Christians can never view either temple sacrifices or prophetic promises as did pre-Christians, nor even look upon cemeteries and fields of graves in the same way as did pre-Christians, since they contemplate the fate of the dead and of the living in relation to the crucified and risen Jesus. We are separated from those past days where there was only messianic promise; we live in the new epoch that stretches between the resurrection of Jesus Christ and his return. We baptize in a ceremony that mirrors Christ’s death and resurrection (“in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit”), and we partake of the Lord’s Supper in expectation of a messianic meal at his return (“This is my blood of the covenant, shed for many. … Never again shall I drink from the fruit of the vine until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God,” Mark 14:24–25, NEB).

We live in the intermediate period, in the interim era, in the time of the outpoured Spirit and the commissioned church. The coming Judge of the whole human race has openly lived a pure life in human flesh and been made known publicly in his resurrection from the grave. We live in the era when man’s present relation to Jesus Christ bears upon his future judgment at the court of the living God, when one’s present attitude and response to Jesus of Nazareth predetermine the future attitude and judgment of the returning Son of Man when he appears in his glory. That judgment is indeed already anticipatively passed upon all who reject the crucified and risen Redeemer. “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who hears my word and believes him who sent me, has eternal life; he does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life” (John 5:24, RSV); “he who does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God” (John 3:18, RSV).

Our age is irrevocably and irreducibly an age after the incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection of the Christ of God. In this age the incarnate and now glorified Messiah has thrust an apostolic witness to the ends of the earth. Enlivening his followers to evangelistic engagement, he has dispatched and dispersed the company of the redeemed among all nations to proclaim the gospel while it is yet day. It is a season God has provided for human repentance, a time for man to find shelter in Christ and life fit for eternity. This New Testament age, this new plateau of salvation history, is an age of exuberant joy and hitherto unknown peace, a timespan in which Jesus himself bequeaths to God’s people the peace he knew on the Via Dolorosa. The coming of Jesus of Nazareth in decisive ways fulfills what the Hebrews were to look for as the eschaton of their redemptive hopes.

For all that, nowhere does early Christianity or the New Testament convey the illusionary notion that spiritual utopia is here. Just as Jesus distinguished sharply between Messiah’s first coming in grace and his final coming in judgment, so the New Testament sees the present age as one in which retrograde nations clash and civilizations go to their doom, in which human wickedness must be confronted worldwide by the gospel, in which civil government is to be recalled constantly to the promotion of justice and peace as its divinely given duty, and in which the flagrant moral rebellion of mankind can be arrested or reversed only by the renewing divine grace. Not even the people of God are yet wholly rescued from the ravaging inroads of sin, for their full conformity to the image of Christ awaits the eschatological future (1 John 3:2).

Compared and contrasted with the past, however, our age towers in spiritual privileges far above those of pre-Pentecostal times. God bestowed upon Messiah Jesus the Holy Spirit “without measure” (John 3:34, NAS), and “life in the Spirit” has become the Christian community’s daily prerogative (Rom. 8:2, 10–11; 2 Cor. 3:6; Gal. 5:16–18). The Apostle John could describe the span before Pentecost as one in which the Spirit in effect “was not yet given” (John 7:39, KJV). In view of the new prerogatives and powers of the Christian era, one can therefore understand why some New Testament Christians sought to live always and only in the realm of the charismatic, why they neglected their daily duties in expectation of the immediate consummation of all things and even thought that the resurrection of the dead had already occurred. We can excuse those who yielded to such fanatical excesses more readily than we can others who, now as then, simply level New Testament realities to the best of the Old Testament, or whose present experience sinks even lower than that past plateau.

The great redemptive event decisive for the eschatological end time no longer belongs to an indefinite future; it has already occurred in the historical past, in the resurrection of the crucified Jesus from the grave. In the coming of Christ, salvation history, and with it all world history, has leaped forward into a final phase. No longer do predictions awaiting future fulfillment—anticipations as yet unfulfilled—weight the scales of prophecy one-sidedly. The “not yet” has been so crowded by the “already” that the events of the Gospels and of the Book of Acts forge the decisive turning point for a prescribed inevitable outcome.

In New Testament perspective, the eschatological future is inconceivable apart from and except for the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth. Indeed, in Jesus Christ the promised kingdom of God has in some sense already come and already exists. Jesus spoke not merely of the kingdom of God as approaching (“The kingdom of God is upon you,” Mark 1:15, NEB, italics mine), but also of the kingdom as “at hand” in his personal presence (Matt. 4:17), as truly manifest in his own person and work.

In his inner awareness of being God’s messianic Son, he was conscious of fulfilling in himself the role of the suffering servant of God, and he regarded his death as an atonement for the sin of many. He knew that through man’s sin Satan and death had prevailed; he had entered Satan’s province and put him to rout by freeing man from sin. Jesus depicted his miracles as anticipatory evidence of his final and complete conquest of Satan, of his victory over the “strong man” whose house he had entered and whom he will bind forever in the end time (Rev. 20:2). Jesus’ anticipation of his final defeat of the devil implies his consciousness of being both the servant of God and the coming Son of Man.

All redemptive fulfillment henceforth centers in Jesus of Nazareth, whose resurrection triumph over death supremely confirms his right to speak authoritatively about the future and about the world beyond the grave. When the seventy return jubilant from their exorcising of demons in his name, Jesus says, “I watched how Satan fell, like lightning, out of the sky” (Luke 10:18, NEB). On every hand he anticipates the conquest of the evil one. He did not simply proclaim divine forgiveness of sins, but personally forgave sins on his own authority; this action the scribes were quick to condemn as blasphemous (Mark 2:6–7) on their erroneous assumption of his nonmessianic status. He overcomes sickness, which is associated with death, as multitudes find healing; he even raises people from the dead.

God’s kingdom has thus actually and already broken into the human predicament: “If it is by the finger of God that I drive out the devils, then be sure the kingdom of God has already come upon you” (Luke 11:20, NEB). The remaining Old Testament prophecies are not nullified but are reinforced by the messianic fulfillment now implemented and anticipated through Jesus Christ. The promise of God’s historical redemption, which has a key role in ancient Hebrew history and which differentiated Hebrew worship from land and fertility cults that focused on annual cyclical festivals, is reinforced through the historical incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection of the Logos and Son of God, whose present ministry in human history bodes still future significance. It was none other than Yahweh, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the living God of Old Testament promise, who in and by Jesus is revealed to be Yahweh who raises the crucified Messiah from the dead; it is in his manifestation of the God of the Old Testament that Jesus Christ unveils the coming kingdom of God. The as yet unfulfilled eschatological realities all have their framework in a character of human existence determined in relationship to Jesus Christ. The touchstone that distinguishes authentic eschatology from utopia and myth is its refusal to speak merely of the future in an indeterminate and ambiguous manner; instead it grounds all affirmation about the future only in terms of God in Christ as the incarnate, risen and returning Lord. The God of the Bible has not simply “future” as his essential nature, as Ernst Bloch and Jürgen Moltmann are prone to say; the incarnate Christ manifests the Father’s redemptive will and work and unveils the divine nature that then and now and in the ages to come structures the essential reality of God.

The last days are here: Messiah is manifest, the power of the kingdom is demonstrated, the Lamb is slain, the coming Judge of all is risen, the living Head of the church reigns from glory over the body of believers. The called-out ones are born of the Spirit and gifted by their ascended Lord with powers and virtues that mirror the kingdom of God and anticipate the final age to come. “For the kingdom of God is … justice, peace, and joy, inspired by the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17, NEB), writes Paul, and “that Spirit is the pledge that we shall enter upon our heritage” (Eph. 1:14, NEB). “We have an earnest—we have a sample of our inheritance,” the early Christians declare, reflecting the apostle’s teaching: “You were marked with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory” (Eph. 1:13–14, NIV). A glorious sample indeed it is, but a sample only and no more, for these last days await a consummation when grace is wholly crowned by glory.

While the last days have replaced the past days, the very last day, the very last hour, remains future but draws ever closer. The last day is crowding and pressing upon the prophetic calendar. The early Christians were well aware that those whose sins were forgiven were not yet sinless, that the sick who were healed would nonetheless die, and that even the dead who had been revived would die again. Those at Thessalonica who stopped working because they thought the end was already here drew an apostolic rebuke.

Not by any means were all expectations attaching to the kingdom of God fulfilled in the historical manifestation of Jesus of Nazareth nor in his present relationship to his followers. What has “already” transpired—the kingdom of God mirrored transparently in Jesus of Nazareth and approximated in the regenerate church as a moral beachhead in history—does not diminish one bit the importance of the coming future. In relation to what lies ahead, even the “already” of the present age is largely intermediate; though standing at the threshold of the ultimate, it remains penultimate. All that has gone before, and all that now already is, stands correlated with and inseparable from remarkable events of world scope that are yet to come: the full manifestation of the kingdom of God awaits Jesus’ coming return in glory.

This distinction between a climactic and consummatory future and a fulfillment already realized in Jesus’ own person and work characterized the teaching of Jesus of Nazareth long before the apostles expounded it. Jesus enshrined it in the petition which he taught his disciples to pray, “Thy kingdom come” (Matt. 6:10, KJV). This distinction occurs, moreover, both in Jesus’ many futuristic sayings and in his parabolic warnings concerning the suddenness of his personal future return. Among such sayings are those of the coming final judgment (e.g., Matt. 7:21–22; 10:15; 11:22; 12:41; 19:28; 23:33; 24:40–42) and those which present the Son of Man as coming in the glory of his Father with the holy angels (Matt. 25:31). Jesus’ parables contain many exhortations to watchfulness, especially those that depict the gatekeeper or servant who is left in charge while the master of the household is absent on some distant mission or journey. The prophetic fulfillment already granted in Jesus of Nazareth did not relieve his followers of a responsibility for great watchfulness: the Bridegroom was to return, and would do so suddenly.



But even if this period was to be a time of imminent expectation, it was not for that reason to cancel out day-to-day obligations; it was not to relieve his followers of constant and urgent duties and decisions. Numerous passages in the Gospels indicate that Jesus’ own death and resurrection must precede the parousia (coming); these events are indispensably preliminary to the Lord’s return and stand in a critical relationship to the end time (“the Son of Man … first … must suffer much,” Luke 17:25, TEV). Other passages point to the destruction of the temple; still others specifically assign and spiritually prepare the disciples for a worldwide task of witness. There was, moreover, Jesus’ discourse on the way to crucifixion, in which he assures the disciples that in their hour of death they will be reunited with him in the Father’s house, for he who now leaves them will come again to receive them to himself (John 14:3). Meanwhile, in anticipation of even that reunion, he will “come” spiritually to indwell each of his followers (14:23).

In no sense, however, did these predictions warrant false security and watchlessness. Jesus underscores the immediacy of the end time as an inescapable and continuing prospect by his references not only to “the end” and to “that day” but also to “the hour.” Before the crucifixion he had told the disciples that not even he knew the day or the hour (Mark 13:32); after the resurrection he indicated that it was not for them to know dates or times which the Father has set within his own control (Acts 1:7).

Jesus could speak of “the last day” and “the last hour” in a way that, in view of the integral connection between successive stages in God’s redemptive activity and purpose, indicates the actual beginning incursion of that last day, even the last hour, on the unfolding prophetic calendar. The sweeping spiritual drama expounded by Paul in Romans 8:30 (KJV)—”whom he called, them he also justified: and whom he justified, them he also glorified”—Jesus anticipates with even more immediacy in the Johannine discourses; here he links man’s decisions in the present with the response of God in both the present and the future: “In truth, in very truth I tell you, a time is coming, indeed it is already here, when the dead shall hear the voice of the Son of God, and all who hear shall come to life” (John 5:25, NEB). Because eternal life is a present possession, the man of faith already shares the life of the eschatological end time. Therefore the redemptive or nonredemptive quality of man’s present existence—in critical relationship to the Son of man—is decisive for his eternal destiny: “The time is coming when all who are in the grave shall hear his voice and move forth: those who have done right will rise to life; those who have done wrong will rise to hear their doom” (John 5:28–29, NEB).

The Essene community’s eschatological expectation, known through the Dead Sea Scrolls, is remarkably different from that of the New Testament church. Leonhard Goppelt reminds us that the Qumran community regarded itself as the true Israel, whereas the church considered itself the new Israel (Apostolic and Post-Apostolic Times). While the Dead Sea Caves remnant considered themselves the people of the end time, Christians, on the other hand, viewed themselves as belonging to the new aeon that had already dawned with the resurrection of Christ.

Alongside the “already” of the manifested Messiah and Lord stand many New Testament indications of what must yet occur before the present “not yet” passes into the final “already.” Striking developments lie ahead, and unmistakable specific signs will precede the eschatological climax. “Let no one deceive you in any way whatever,” Paul writes to the Thessalonians, some of whom had been troubled with the notion that “the Day of the Lord is already here.” For, writes Paul, “that day cannot come before the final rebellion against God, when wickedness will be revealed in human form, the man doomed to perdition. He is the Enemy. He rises in his pride against every god, so called, every object of men’s worship, and even takes his seat in the temple of God claiming to be a god himself” (2 Thess. 2:2–4, NEB). And to the Romans Paul writes at length of a future for Israel in the economy of God, and does so in the expectation of a belated recognition of the Messiah (Rom. 9–11).

In these nineteen centuries the Christian church has experienced an enlarging encroachment of the “already” on the “not yet.” The last days are moving toward the last day, even as the last day will move toward that last hour before the dawning consummation of the Lord’s return. Already in his lifetime the aged John could point to the appearance of many antichrists as evidence of the prophetic time clock’s warning sound: “My children,” he wrote, “this is the last hour!” (1 John 2:18, NEB). To the Corinthians, Paul spoke of the moment in which Christ at his appearing will transform believers and clothe them with imperishable immortality: it will be “in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet-call” (1 Cor. 15:51, NEB).

Oscar Cullmann has depicted the present shifting eschatological situation in the graphic imagery of a cosmic conflict. The crucial battle has already been fought and won, he says, but the cease-fire is yet future, and warfare will continue for an indeterminate and uncertain time span. The decisive battle has occurred and has already been won by the incarnation and resurrection of the Crucified One; warring continues, however, until that future victory day when at the Redeemer’s return all weapons will be laid silent in consequence and crowning of all previous salvation history.

Nowhere before that fast-approaching end will the whole process of salvation be finally realized: the comprehensive cosmic character and the absolute final permanence of God’s purpose in redemption are coordinated only with and in the return of Jesus Christ. Only then shall we experience the final historical extension of God’s redemptive work and kingdom, the absolute vindication of righteousness and the final punishment and subjugation of the wicked, the resurrection of the dead and the conformity of believers to the image of God, the final exclusion of the unregenerate from the presence of God and from the company of the just, and the new heavens and earth “wherein dwelleth righteousness.”

But, by his decisive victory, the incarnate and risen Christ has already vanquished ancient pagan mythologies. Multitudes in the civilized world of those days believed that nature was manipulated by polytheistic gods, that kings were incarnations of divinity and therefore ruled by divine right, that human life was controlled by astral powers. Christ Jesus shattered those myths and, in principle, freed nature and history and humanity once again for a fulfillment of God’s creation mandate through his resurrection triumph and moral and spiritual rule. Nonetheless, intense spiritual and moral struggle still pervades the whole of human history. Impenitent squatters on this planet are hosting Satan and the ungodly. But from generation to generation the company of the committed are penetrating the citadels of evil, rescuing the captives, and bringing them into the powerful service of the risen Lord and coming King. When at Christ’s return his blessings “flow far as the curse is found,” the historical fall of man will be reversed by a historical redemption in an age of universal justice and peace (Rev. 20).

With all the light of prophecy signaling the final arrival hour to be at hand, with all the prophetic signs exhorting preparedness, the expectant church readies for the risen One’s return when men shall behold him whom they have pierced (Rev. 1:7). Jesus of Nazareth has ushered in the last days, and each sunrise moves us irreversibly toward the last hour. No longer are the scales of prophetic truth equally balanced between the “already” and the “not yet.” As Cullmann puts it so well, “The decisive turn of events has already occurred in Christ, the mid-point, and … future expectation is founded in faith in the ‘already,’… the ‘already’ outweighs the ‘not yet’!” (Salvation in History, p. 183).

Our world and every last man in it have been placed on emergency alert; the coming Judge of our race is at hand, and all eyes shall soon behold the sent Son of God. While we no more know the precise instant than did the Apostle Paul, we also know no less. And we have this warning: “About dates and times … you know perfectly well that the Day of the Lord comes like a thief in the night. … But you … are not in the dark, that the day should overtake you like a thief” (1 Thess: 5:1–4, NEB).



Much of this chapter was incorporated in an address to the 1971 Jerusalem Conference on Biblical Prophecy reprinted in Prophecy in the Making, Carol Stream, Ill., Creation House, and is used here by permission.







3. Jesus’ View of Scripture

THERE NEED BE NO UNCERTAINTY about Jesus’ view of Scripture. The Gospels depict him in a great variety of speaking and teaching situations—answering inquirers, instructing disciples, preaching to multitudes and refuting adversaries—and in these changing circumstances his attitude toward the Old Testament is constant and clear. One may, of course, reject the general reliability of the Gospel accounts, but one can do so only on premises that discredit virtually all historical records from the ancient past. If Jesus’ highly specific posture toward Scripture is clouded, it will only be due to a tendential and selective use of the sources we have inherited from the four evangelists identified as devout and dedicated followers of the Nazarene.

The Hebrew view of the Old Testament was indubitably that Scripture is sacred, authoritative and normative and that it has, in view of its divine inspiration, a permanent and impregnable validity. “Early Christianity did not free itself from the Jewish doctrine of inspiration,” writes Gottlob Schrenk (“Graphē,” 1:757), and in this commitment to the absolute normativity of a binding text, we may add, the apostles followed a course charted by Jesus. Jesus invoked the Old Testament as revelatory and quotes it as decisive in all argumentation. In Scripture the Spirit of God speaks; the inspired writings give trustworthy expression to the will of God. Of Jesus’ view John W. Wenham writes: “To him the God of the Old Testament was the living God and the teaching of the Old Testament was the teaching of the living God. To him what Scripture said, God said” (Christ and the Bible, p. 12).

There is every reason to think that Jesus approved the intensive study of the Scriptures. He attested in his own life the fact that one who knows the sacred writings thoroughly can confound the theologians of his day, even at the early age of twelve. In the precincts of the temple Jesus appealed unhesitatingly to the very letter of the Old Testament. The Synoptic Gospels portray him as refuting his critics by an appeal to Psalm 110 (Mark 12:35–37) and the Fourth Gospel depicts him as confuting his opponents by pointing to Psalm 82:6 (John 10:34–36). The latter argument from Scripture, as A. M. Hunter emphasizes, “is not likely to have been invented” (According to John, p. 99), and this verdict has wider applicability. “Ye search the Scriptures,” Jesus remarks (John 5:39, ASV)—here the argument (“ye search … but ye will not”) makes the indicative almost surely preferable to the imperative although, as Edwyn C. Hoskyns notes, “an imperative lurks behind the indicative, for the Saying encourages the steady investigation of the Scriptures” (The Fourth Gospel, p. 391). C. H. Dodd reminds us that the Hebrew term represented by the word search is “the technical expression for intensive study of the Torah” (The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, p. 82). “It was rabbinic teaching,” comments R. H. Lightfoot, “that in the torah eternal life was made available for Israel” (St. John‘s Gospel: A Commentary, p. 150). Hence it seems not quite right to say, as Hunter does, that Jesus “was mocking the view of the rabbis that intensive study of the Torah was the way to eternal life” (According to John, p. 26). What Jesus deplores is not intensive study of Scripture but rather the prevalent frustration by his Jewish contemporaries of the divinely intended goal of Scripture and their blindness to the Torah’s witness.

Four significant passages in the Gospels in which Jesus deals with the validity of the Old Testament use the verb luō. The term is theologically significant: in some New Testament passages it carries the sense “to release,” “free” or “loose,” whereas in others it has the sense “to dismiss,” “break up,” “dissolve” or “destroy.” But in the passages bearing on the validity of Old Testament teaching, the rendering. “invalidate” seems best to fit the context. The word occurs, for example, in the Sermon on the Mount: “Anyone who breaks [lusēi] one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:19, NIV). It occurs in two other passages, one concerning the Mosaic Law comprehensively: “so that the law of Moses may not be broken [lusēi]” (John 7:23, RSV) and the other in connection particularly with the Jewish accusation of Jesus as a Sabbath-breaker: “not only was he breaking [eluen] the sabbath” (John 5:18, RSV). It occurs again in Jesus’ reference to “the Law”—under which Jesus comprehends the whole Old Testament, since he alludes to one specific passage from the Psalms—whereupon he affirms that “the Scripture cannot be broken [luthēnai]” (John 10:35, RSV).

Significantly, Jesus makes this judgment of the inviolability of Scripture, as Leon Morris observes, “not in connection with some declaration which might be regarded among the key declarations of the Old Testament, but of what we might perhaps call without disrespect a rather run-of-the-mill passage” (The Gospel According to John, p. 526). Although the term is not defined, Morris remarks that its sense in John 10:35 “is perfectly intelligible. It means that Scripture cannot be emptied of its force by being shown to be erroneous” (ibid., p. 527). B. B. Warfield comments that “in the Saviour’s view the indefectible authority of Scripture attaches to the very form of expression of its most casual clauses. It belongs to Scripture through and through, down to its minutest particulars, that it is of indefectible authority” (The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, p. 140). “Though the argument rests upon a single Old Testament passage”—in this case the explicit reference is to Psalm 82:6—”and in the Fourth Gospel, the scripture in the singular means a particular passage (vii. 38, 42, xiii. 18, xvii. 12, xix. 24, 28, 36, the plural scriptures, v. 39, denotes the whole Old Testament),” remarks Hoskyns, “yet the reference of the words in the Psalm … demands a wider application … to all the inspired men of the Old Testament, including the prophets” (The Fourth Gospel, p. 391). Morris scores the same point: “The singular is usually held to refer to a definite passage from the Old Testament and not to Scripture as a whole. Even so, what was true of this passage could be true only because it was part of the inspired Scriptures and showed the characteristics of the whole” (The Gospel According to John, p. 527).

In noteworthy respects Jesus modified the prevalent Jewish view of Scripture. It is therefore strange when some contemporary scholars, apparently embarrassed by the dramatic supernatural, insist that Jesus accommodated himself to current Jewish tradition concerning authorship or the supposed historical factuality of some of the Old Testament representations. So, for example, Leslie C. Allen tells us that the narrative of Jonah is a parable with allegorical features “which the Lord took up and employed concerning himself” (The Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Micah, p. 180). But in appealing to and in reinforcing the Old Testament Scriptures, Jesus unhesitatingly criticizes prevalent Hebrew misconceptions. Since he openly indicts major misunderstandings, he would not likely build on minor misconceptions to promote his cause. Instead of speculating about supposed uncritical concessions, we do better to note the important respects in which Jesus revised the prevalent Hebrew view of Scripture, lest we be found straining out whales and swallowing oceans.

For one, he subjected the authority of tradition to the superior and normative authority of Scripture. Jesus denounced the scribes for “setting aside the commands of God” in order to observe their own traditions (Mark 7:9). The normal Jewish sense of scribe (grammateus) is not that of an amanuensis but rather that of a scholar learned in the Torah, a rabbi or ordained theologian; only once in the New Testament (Acts 19:35) does the term appear as the title of one functioning as a “secretary” and in that case of an Ephesian city clerk. Jesus’ severe judgment against the scribes is thus directed at the theologians of his age and their profession of theological learning. In the Sermon on the Mount, the passage Matthew 5:21–48 is specifically directed against both their teaching and conduct. The central complaint is their advocacy of subtleties that circumvent the will of God. Jesus charges that the scribes had in effect substituted human wisdom for the revealed teaching of Scripture. In a series of powerful antitheses he contrasts the teaching of the scribes and the true will of God.

It is unquestioned that much of the Sermon is directed at the normal rabbinical interpretation of his day. Instead of merely reflecting the moral instruction given in rabbinic circles, Jesus unveils the deeper intention of the Old Testament Law itself. Even expositors who contend that not all Jesus’ criticisms can be exhausted in judgment merely upon his contemporaries but have other dimensions reaching into the past nonetheless concede that many specific contrasts are aimed directly at the scribes. Since Jesus declares that his purpose is not to destroy but rather to fulfill the Law and the prophets (Matt. 5:17–18), he conveys the firm expectation that he intends the Sermon to vindicate the validity of Mosaic teaching and not to contradict or nullify it. Indeed, the very details of the Law must be fulfilled (Matt. 5:18), and those who would weaken the commandments are culpable (Matt. 5:19–20). The Golden Rule is identified at the climax of the Sermon as an Old Testament rule (7:12). Jesus elsewhere repeatedly rebukes the religious leaders for their departure from the Old Testament teaching, frequently inquiring of them: “Have ye not read?“ (Matt. 12:3, 5; 19:4; 21:16, 42; 22:31, KJV). The Old Testament law is more imposing and exacting than the traditions promulgated by the religious leaders.

Jesus’ indictment of the scribes and Pharisees elsewhere in the First Gospel for “teaching as doctrines the commandments of men” (Matt. 15:9, NEB) points in the same direction. What he repudiates is their moderation of the Mosaic teaching, whether by their supplementation of it or by their reduction of it to an outward legalistic requirement that disregards inner conformity. Where citations of the Law are repeated without some unjustifiable addition by religious leaders (5:27, 33), their dilution of its intrinsic meaning is condemned. What Jesus assails is the rabbinical interpretation, e.g., concerning murder (5:21), concerning oaths (5:33–35), concerning neighbor love (5:43). The prohibition of murder (5:21) and of adultery (5:27) apply to the inner life of thought and intention as well as to the outward deed; the commandments of God impose not merely an external legal obligation but an internal spiritual requirement.

In a second way Jesus modified the prevalent Jewish view of Scripture. He emphasized that the inspired Scriptures witness centrally to him, and that he personally fulfills the Old Testament promises. The critical importance of the study of the Scriptures (John 5:39 is “the only place in this Gospel where the plural, graphai, is found,” observes Morris (The Gospel According to John, p. 330, n. 112) centers in the fact that they explicitly “testify to” Christ (John 5:39). “The present tense,” Morris reminds us, “carries a double meaning. The Scriptures now bear witness of me. The Scriptures always bear witness of me” (ibid., p. 331, n. 118). “The Old Testament Scriptures are nowhere considered dispensable, but they are secondary insofar as their revelation is partial and in light of the fact that they point to Jesus rather than turn faith upon themselves” (James M. Boice, Witness and Revelation in the Gospel of John, p. 35).

The Jews comprehended eternal life, which they pursued in the Old Testament, in terms of the life of the age to come; Jesus correlates the scriptural witness to life eternal with the biblical testimony to himself as life-giver: “These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life” (John 5:40, NIV). As C. K. Barrett says, the Jews regarded their biblical studies “as an end in themselves,” while Paul in Galatians 3:21 flatly contradicts the notion of a life-giving Law. “It is Christ to whom the Father has given to have life in himself and to impart it. … The function of the Old Testament is precisely the opposite of that which the Jews ascribe to it. So far from being complete and life-giving in itself, it points away from itself to Jesus, exactly as John the Baptist did” (The Gospel According to St. John, p. 223).

The Gospels repeatedly relate inspired Scripture to the thought of fulfillment (Matt. 26:54, 56; Mark 14:49; 15:28; Luke 4:21; John 17:12; 19:24, 28, 36). The New Testament epistles do the same. Gottlob Schrenk characterizes this emphasis on fulfillment as “the heart of the early Christian understanding of Scripture” (“Graphē,” p. 758). All the New Testament writings find the goal and fulfillment of Scripture in and through Jesus Christ. The New Testament amplifies the rabbinical emphasis on valid proof into the confidence that what is divinely promised has “come to pass” in Jesus Christ, whose life and work is foretold in the Law and the Prophets and the Writings. Luke’s Gospel focuses clearly on Christ’s claim to fulfill the written Scriptures; Luke 24:44 speaks comprehensively of the Law, the Prophets and the Psalms as the inspired literary sources expounding the prophetic promises (cf. also 18:31, 21:22; Acts 13:29, 24:14). Paul had personally argued the case for Christian fulfillment in detail in the Jewish synagogues (Acts 17:2, 28:23), and in 1 Corinthians 15:3–4 he states the same conviction in classic summary form.

The point to be made here is that the intention of the Old Testament is violated and frustrated when its revelation is deflected from Jesus of Nazareth as the promised Redeemer. The sacred Hebrew writings are looked upon not simply to supply specific facts and features relating to the life and work of the future Messiah, although Paul’s early missionary preaching and the apostolic instruction of the newborn churches is hardly conceivable apart from an appeal to scriptural evidence and proof. But the Old Testament is adduced also as a comprehensive revelation of promise and witness that indispensably requires the conception of fulfillment. The Apostle Paul portrays the purpose of the Old Testament in terms of the ultimate evangelization of all nations centering in the gospel of Christ (Rom. 16:26). The Book of Revelation interprets the authority of Scripture in the light of final salvation and judgment in Christ. As Schrenk puts it, Paul “is claiming nothing less than that OT Scripture finally belongs to the Christian community rather than the Jewish. … Everywhere … the thought of fulfilment is conceived in such a way that the profounder sense of Scripture is effectively realized in the community of Christ” (ibid., p. 759). In a word, “Early Christianity no longer has Scripture without Christ. … The fact of Christ is normative and regulative for the whole use of Scripture” (ibid., p. 760).

The incentive for assigning centrality to the motif of fulfillment was supplied by Jesus’ own life and work and teaching, and the risen Lord validated the recognition of his personal completion of the message of Scripture (Luke 24:27, 32, 45). By exhibiting the fulfillment and superiority found in Christ Jesus, whether in contrast to angels or patriarchs or prophets and priests, the Book of Hebrews merely carries through what is already implicit in the Gospels (cf. John 2:10–11, 5:39–47, 7:22, 8:56, 10:34–36, 19:37, 20:9). Leonhard Goppelt therefore rightly emphasizes that Jesus based his rejection of scribal interpretation of the Law not only on the Old Testament commandments but also on his own saving work (Jesus, Paul and Judaism, p. 60). A “double ‘until’ “ defines the validity of the Law: “until heaven and earth pass away … until all is accomplished” (Matt. 5:18, NIV); by way of contrast, Jesus’ words are unconditionally valid (“Heaven and earth will pass away; my words will never pass away,” Mark 13:31, NIV). End-time fulfillment of the Law does not first occur in the coming world, but takes place “already now through Jesus himself” (ibid., p. 64): “I did not come to abolish but to fulfill” (Matt. 5:17, NAS).

Yet some well-meaning scholars unnecessarily compromise the authority of Scripture in deference to its fulfillment in Jesus. Schrenk reflects this emphasis that “Scripture is … an authority to the extent that it is interpreted in the light of the event of salvation accomplished in Christ” (“Graphē,” p. 760). The fact of Christ no doubt is “normative and regulative” for the whole use of Scripture, but this need not and should not imply a contrast between the authority of Christ and of Scripture. Schrenk sets the thought of fulfillment over against the Mosaic teaching itself; others have argued from the centrality of Christ to the unimportance of many of the Old Testament historical representations.

Those who adduce the supremacy of Jesus’ teaching alongside the notion that his references to patriarchs or long-distant events have in view not actual persons or real happenings, should be promptly reminded of passages in the Gospels which would strip this theory of all plausibility. Widening archaeological confirmation of the Old Testament has served to discourage the ready dismissal of historical factuality, even if the recent kerygmatic orientation of “biblical studies” emphasizes faith-perspectives in a manner that has often clouded objective historical concerns. The temptation to evaporate the historical significance of Jesus’ references to the Old Testament past, however, faces evident exegetical restraints as well. When Jesus speaks solemnly of a coming final judgment in which his contemporaries would be condemned by the Ninevites who repented under Jonah’s preaching, one can hardly regard an imaginary repentance by imaginary persons listening to imaginary preaching as carrying to impenitent hearers literal conviction and condemnation as their prospect (Matt. 12:41). “Just imagine,” writes Frank E. Gaebelein, Jesus saying something ridiculous like: “As (the mythological) Jonah was three days and three nights in the (mythological) fish’s belly; so shall the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. The (real) men of Nineveh shall rise in judgment with this (real generation) and condemn it: because they (the real men of Nineveh) repented at the preaching of the (mythological) Jonah and, behold, a greater than Jonah is here” (Four Minor Prophets, p. 62). That the judgment will more severely deal with Jesus’ unrepentant contemporaries than with devastated Sodom loses force if we are contemplating only an imaginary past (Matt. 11:23–24). Jesus’ warning that cataclysmic judgment would overtake “this generation”—as indeed subsequently was the case in 70 A.D.—for its disregard of moral and spiritual imperatives implied in Hebrew history (Luke 11:50–53) is not nearly so awesome if he presupposes only mythical representations. The likening of the sudden return of the Son of Man to the unexpected and catastrophic Noahic flood loses its solemnity if one must reduce its reference to the past (Matt. 24:31) to a literary fiction and mere oratorical device, since the reference to the future is then not exempt from similar depletion. As Wenham says, to imply that the Hebrews rejected and threatened to destroy Jesus for messianic claims like “before Abraham was, I am,” if neither Abraham nor the messianic promises have any historical basis, is to render senseless both Jesus’ ministry and the Hebrew response to it (Christ and the Bible, p. 16).

Schrenk takes the other tack, arguing from Jesus Christ as fulfillment to the inferiority of the written Old Testament as an authority alongside Jesus, and in turn to the inferiority of the written New Testament as well. He contends that “the concept of authority remains unshaken,” while yet it is “changed by that of fulfilment”; that is, “the thought of fulfilment both sustains and modifies that of authority” (“Graphē,” p. 760). “The thought of fulfilment carries with it,” he asserts, “a negative conception in so far as it conceives of Scripture in terms of something which is fulfilled, which does not therefore exist alone, which is nothing apart from the fulfilment.” Schrenk consequently challenges the concept of full scriptural authority as necessarily compromised once Messiah appears. The authority of Jesus, he contends, “is superior both to tradition and to the written OT. … If Scripture is an authoritative declaration of the divine will, its authority is not valid apart from the ‘I say unto you.’ In other words, the concept of authority is changed by that of fulfilment” (ibid.).

If it be the case that the incarnation and resurrection of Christ imply a subordinate significance for Scripture, and that Christ over Scripture becomes a Christian principle, the New Testament should of course clarify this contrast, for it is our only source of significant information about the life and teaching of Jesus and of the apostles. Curiously, Schrenk professes to find an ambiguous view of Scripture in the apostolic age; he speaks of a “twofold attitude to Scripture in early Christianity” and of a “real problem in the early Christian understanding of Scripture.” Nobody will be surprised that the Pauline conception is then held to reflect the same ambiguity of an unbroken and a broken attitude toward the Old Testament. Although Paul admittedly derives enduring salvific, moral and eschatological truths from the Old Testament, nonetheless, Schrenk contends, in Paul’s view the Law and the Scripture both gain their true validity only when transcended by Christ (ibid., pp. 760–61).

Here something more is being asserted than the teaching of Hebrews and of many New Testament passages that the Old Testament revelation is incomplete and demands the New as its continuation and fulfillment. What Schrenk claims—without adequate basis, we think—is that Christ’s coming eclipses the conception of Scripture as authoritative inspired writing, and displaces it by a dynamic personal disclosure assimilated to the authority of the incarnate and risen Lord. The climax of revelation reached in Jesus Christ, as Schrenk sees it, is “more than what is written”; indeed, “because Scripture serves and attests Christ, it can contain the most diverse elements, including some which disturb the old concept of authority or contradict the new.” What is written, Schrenk adds, “has its true force only in this event” of the full revelation in Christ and the Spirit “and not in codification” (ibid., p. 761).

Schrenk seems scarcely aware of the problems this theory raises. Not only does it erect Jesus and Scripture at points into rival authorities, but it suggests also that the New Testament writers fluctuate unstably and unsurely in defining the content of authority. Since, moreover, we possess the teaching of Jesus only through the teaching of the New Testament, and scriptural authority is not considered normative, particularly alongside the teaching of Jesus, the question of its normativeness in depicting Jesus’ teaching also arises. When Schrenk argues that Paul in his discussion of gramma (2 Cor. 3) “first brought clearly to light … this duality in the early Christian view” (ibid.), he implies that for half a generation after the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus the apostles lived in the shadows of an inadequate view of authority. Yet Jesus himself, according to the scriptural testimony, pledged that through the apostolic representation (and we have this only in the written New Testament) the Holy Spirit would express the divine mind and purpose in the life and ministry of Christ (John 14:26). These considerations prompt us to suggest that the duality of which Schrenk writes is to be found neither in the teaching of Jesus nor in the Scriptures which provide our sole access to that teaching, but rather in his own imagination in correlation with tendential exegesis. The notion that messianic fulfillment alters the concept of scriptural authority runs counter to Jesus’ own appeal to Scripture as decisively confirming his messianic claim. The Mosaic writings are an inspired authoritative witness to Christ, and the Jew who disregards them will resist and disbelieve Christ’s teaching (John 5:47). The risen Lord reproves those who are “slow of heart to believe all that the prophets” declare (Luke 24:25, KJV).

Paul’s letters undeniably contain passages which significantly contrast spirit and letter. The apostle declares that Gentiles who fulfill the law pass judgment on Jews who break it for all their “written code” (Rom. 2:27, NEB); the true Jew, he adds, is such “not by written precepts but by the Spirit” (2:29, NEB). Neither the law nor circumcision of itself guarantees spiritual fulfillment. But what does Paul, in fact, deplore in respect to the Old Testament when in 2 Corinthians 3:6 he contrasts “letter” and “spirit”? C. K. Barrett rightly emphasizes that “it was certainly not Paul’s intention to suggest that the Old Testament law was merely a human instrument; it was, on the contrary, spiritual, inspired by the Spirit of God (Rom. vii. 14)” (A Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, comment on 2 Cor. 3:6). Floyd V. Filson aptly notes: “The KJV translation letter (gramma) is literally correct, but has often led to the quite erroneous idea that Paul here condemns the written form of teaching in contrast to free spiritual insight, or that he discards the literal meaning of scripture in favor of a free spiritual interpretation. For Paul the O.T. is scripture; he does not reject the written scripture or the literal meaning” (“II Corinthians: Introduction and Exegesis,” 10:306, on 2 Cor. 3:6). The written code or Mosaic law “kills,” Filson emphasizes, only because man in his perversity lacks power to obey the duty it stipulates and the law was unable of itself to produce vital faith and obedience in sinners.

Yet Paul’s contrast of “letter” and “spirit” is repeatedly invoked to justify a rejection of authoritative Scripture, and the argument is made to appear more plausible when critics correlate it with the Gospel attestation of Jesus as the fulfillment of the Old Testament and the supreme revelation of God. Philip E. Hughes hardly understates the matter, therefore, when he remarks that 2 Corinthians 3:6 “continues to be one of the most misunderstood and perversely interpreted texts in the New Testament” (Review of Rowan A. Greer, The Captain of Our Salvation, p. 123).

Schrenk, for example, appeals to it in order to stigmatize the Old Testament teaching as itself objectionable from the standpoint of Christian fulfillment. He contends that the Jew was inescapably constituted a transgressor through its written legal prescription and its requirement of circumcision (since neither the letter nor circumcision led to action). What the law itself prescribes is therefore viewed as offensive: “not merely a false use of the Law but … every pre-Christian use” is disparaged as “letter” in contrast with the renewal of the heart effected by the Spirit.

In the face of passages that run counter to his view, Schrenk preserves a wide gulf between “letter” and “spirit” by semantic vascillation: at times he tells us that the spirit-versus-letter principle demeans what is “merely written,” and then again, deleting the adverb, he tells us unqualifiedly that it demeans what is “written.” The basic intention to invalidate Scripture as a spiritual instrument is clear when he insists that the Pauline contrast of law or letter with spirit and life in 2 Corinthians 3 and Romans 7 attributes the “killing” even to what is “only written or prescribed” and not only “to a false use of the Bible or the Law. … What is merely written or prescribed can only kill” (“Gramma,” 1:767). This wholly ignores the fact that in opposition to mere letter Paul supports the spirit of the letter of Scripture.

Schrenk is nonetheless precluded from drawing the logical conclusion of his faulty line of exposition, which could only be a repudiation of written Scripture for the sake of dynamic Spirit. Impelled by his exposition of the gramma-pneuma antithesis to ask whether “Scripture and Spirit stand in absolute antithesis” and whether there is not a gramma “sustained by the Spirit” (ibid., p. 766), he concedes that “Paul affirms the lasting significance of Scripture and he does not intend in any way to weaken its authority” (p. 768). The “inferiority” of Law and Scripture does not affect its “divine nature” or “value as revelation.” But when Paul speaks of “the positive and lasting significance of Scripture,” he adds, he speaks of it as graphē rather than as gramma, for “gramma represents the legal authority which has been superseded, while graphē is linked with the new form of authority determined by the fulfilment in Christ and by His Spirit, the determinative character of the new no longer being what is written and prescribed” (ibid., p. 768). Thus we are brought full circle back to the notion that messianic fulfillment precludes the authority of Scripture in the form of letter: “The word which is near (R. 10:8) is not the gramma but Scripture, which is self-attesting through the Spirit of Christ. To this extent we can say that Paul is contending against a religion of the book” (ibid.).

But the Pauline and New Testament conception of Scripture is hardly satisfied by this dynamic dialectic which seeks to preserve the graphē as an authority regulated by Christ and the Spirit while superseding the gramma as necessarily distortive and destructive. What implication, we may ask, has the notion that the requirement of circumcision inescapably constitutes the Jew a transgressor for the fact of Jesus’ circumcision (Luke 2:21)? That reliance on legal conformity kills when the sinner considers it a means of spiritual justification, and that the written New Testament is not the only distinctive feature of the new covenant, is clear and indubitable. Equally clear and indubitable, however, is the fact that Paul views the Old Testament writings as the very “oracles of God” (Rom. 3:2), even as Jesus spoke before him of their unbreachable authority (John 10:35). Paul commends Timothy because from childhood he had known hiera grammata—the Holy Scriptures—and in that context emphasizes that pasa graphē—all Scripture—is “God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:15–16, NIV). The term graphē (Scripture) occurs fifty-one times in the New Testament, in thirty-one instances of some specific Old Testament passage or passages, and in other cases more generally of the Old Testament as a whole. The New Testament uses graphē of a book, a passage, or a single verse (cf. Frank E. Gaebelein, The Christian Use of the Bible, p. 31). We are reminded, moreover, of Jesus’ emphasis not simply that Moses “wrote [graphō] of me” but also that failure to believe “his writings [grammasin]” would preclude faith in Jesus’ own “words (rhēmata)” (John 5:46–47).

Hence Schrenk’s contrast between letter and spirit would seem not only to involve criticism of the Jewish view of Scripture but to reflect also on that of Paul and even that of Jesus. In principle, the view that the letter kills would seem to have militated against any completion of the Old Testament canon by additional New Testament books, and against any appeal to the letter of Scripture by the New Testament writers either in their identification of Jesus as Messiah or their furtherance of the Christian good news. Schrenk is well aware that the terms holy writings and divine Scripture belong to the usage of the early church, but he does not draw the implications injurious to his theory. The New Testament canon ends, in fact, as it begins, with an appeal to the authority of Scripture. The Apocalypse holds in the forefront its revelatory significance as written (Rev. 1:11, 19; cf. 1:3, 22:19); indeed, the divine importance of what is adduced is evidenced by the command to write. The circumstance that New Testament Scripture is derived from the risen Lord through the Spirit in no way compromises the authority of the inspired letter. Jesus’ insistence that the Old Testament witnesses centrally to him as fulfiller of the scriptural promises provides no legitimate leverage for weakening the authority of the Scriptures, whether Old Testament or New.

Besides his criticism of the scribal tradition and his insistence on personal fulfillment of the Old Testament, Jesus modified the prevalent Jewish view of Scripture in yet a third way. For he claimed no less authority for his own teaching than for that of the Old Testament (cf. Matt. 5–7; 1 Cor. 7:10; 9:14; 11:23). “For I say unto you” becomes the hallmark of his ministry. This formula distinguishes Jesus from Old Testament prophets by nothing less dramatic than the contrasted statements “the Word of the Lord came unto me” (the prophet) and “I (the Lord) say unto you.” Two remarkably different communication-claims thus summarize the prophetic and the messianic revelations. In Geerhardus Vos’s words: “The Messiah is the incarnate representation of that divine authoritativeness which is so characteristic of Biblical religion.” This “intensification of divine authority” was previsioned, moreover, in the oldest messianic prophecies; the coming Messiah is to be King par excellence and moreover Judge of all. “The solemn manner in which Jesus puts his ‘I say unto you’ by the side of, or even apparently over against, the commandment of God, goes far beyond the highest that is conceivable in the line of prophetic authority” (The Self-Disclosure of Jesus, p. 18).

For all their subversion of Moses’ teaching, none of the scribes would have said “But I say unto you …” with the same intention as Jesus, that of expressly claiming an authority equivalent to that of the Old Testament. Moreover, no prophet could have opposed the authority and teaching of Moses without being denounced as a false prophet. Whether Jesus in his use of the messianic formula “I say unto you” (Matt. 5:21, 27, 33, 38, 43) ventured a divine criticism even of the Mosaic teaching is a crucially important question. Did Jesus Christ in some respects criticize the commandments of Moses as well as the tradition of the elders?

Those who hold a broken view of the Bible have given wide currency to the notion that Jesus deplored and even rejected some aspects of the Old Testament teaching. J. K. S. Reid holds that in some statements or actions Jesus “improves upon what is written in the Scripture he knew” (The Authority of Scripture, p. 261). B. H. Branscomb declares that “He flatly rejected a portion of it by appealing to another portion” (Jesus and the Law of Moses, p. 155). A. W. Argyle writes: “Jesus sets his own authority above that of the Mosaic Law …” (The Gospel According to Matthew, p. 50).

Radical critics and superficial readers sometimes contend that the passages containing the repeated formula “but I say unto you” substitute a Christian ethic for a cruel if not barbarous ethic of the Old Testament. The idea is conveyed, as Wenham puts it, “that Christ was declaring the teaching of the Old Testament to be fundamentally wrong and was putting a new and true doctrine in its place”; whereas, as Wenham and many others insist, Jesus in fact “deliberately set the Old Testament on the highest pinnacle of authority and then proceeded to set himself above it … with the words ‘Think not that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish them, but to fulfil them.’ … What our Lord did was not to negative any of the Old Testament commands but to show their full scope and to strip off current misinterpretations of them” (Christ and the Bible, p. 32).

Most of the moral indictments covered by the formula “but I say unto you” can be squared quite readily with the view that Jesus is criticizing misconstructions or misunderstandings of what the Mosaic Law requires. As Wenham emphasizes, Jesus elsewhere protests the imposition of Pharisaical tradition on the sabbath, and appeals to biblical history to define its divine intention (Mark 2:28/Matt. 12:8/Luke 6:5). His commendation of love rather than sacrifice (Matt. 9:13; 12:7) hardly constitutes a repudiation of the significance which the inspired writers assign to sacrifice as a divine enactment. His abrogation of the distinction between clean and unclean foods (Mark 7:18–19) no more denies the divine enforcement of a distinction in the Old Testament economy than does Peter’s vision (Acts 10:9–16), but rather censures the prevalent religious tradition which distorts God’s commandments (Mark 7:1–13).

But Jesus’ strictures in the Sermon concerning marriage and divorce seem on the surface at least to involve a criticism of Mosaic legislation. This provides leverage for those who think that Christianity best enhances the superiority of Jesus by contrasting it with the authority both of the Mosaic code and of a written Scripture. Emphasizing that “the Law and the Prophets are only until John (Lk. 16:16),” and that Jesus came in order to fulfill or complete the Law and the Prophets (Matt. 5:18), Schrenk argues that although Jesus sees the will of God in the Torah, he opposes to it “His own decisions in such matters as marriage, retribution, hatred, the law of the Sabbath, the law of purification, the Messianic ideal of Israel, and other questions. He does not merely transcend the older statement; He can set it aside in virtue of His own … authority …” (“Graphē,” p. 760).

Schrenk thinks “Jesus’ criticism of the word of Scripture may be seen most clearly in His distinction between the original will of God and the concession of Moses as regards divorce. He maintains that the Word of God has been added to by men” (ibid.). Since Jesus’ teaching on divorce (Matt. 5:31–32; 19:3–5; Mark 10:11–12; Luke 16:18) is frequently considered decisive proof that he was critical of Moses’ ethical teaching, it is important to discuss the relevant facts. The passage in the Pentateuch to which Jesus’ questioners refer teaches: “When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that she finds no favor in his eyes because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out from the house, and she leaves his house and goes and becomes another man’s wife, and if the latter husband turns against her and writes her a certificate of divorce … and sends her out of his house … her former husband who sent her away is not allowed to take her again to be his wife, since she has been defiled; for that is an abomination before the Lord” (Deut. 24:1–4, NAS). The passage, significantly, appears in a Deuteronomic context that stipulates statutes and ordinances commanded by Yahweh (Deut. 26:16).

That Moses in giving this instruction does so in the name of Yahweh is unquestioned either by Jesus or by his interrogators. What is disputed is the interpretation Jesus’ contemporaries placed on the injunction: they regard it as conferring divine approval of divorce, and accordingly misstate the injunction as, “Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a certificate of dismissal” (Matt. 5:31, NAS). But the Mosaic teaching is not cast in the form of a command to divorce; nor does it explicitly confer moral permission to divorce. It does insist on certain civilities in the event of divorce and thus may be viewed as tolerating civil permission only if gross injustices are avoided. The Mosaic enactment required the husband to give his wife a writing of divorcement if he divorced her, thus moderating the cruelty and injustice done by husbands who divorce their mates. This stipulation had a dual result that would tend to discourage divorce as it was already taking place among the Hebrews: the certificate of divorce was in effect a provision of mercy protecting the rights of the wife since it paved the way for the woman to remarry; moreover, in order to provide this certificate the husband would have to approach a scribe citing reasons for separation.

Jesus’ questioners alter this situation by asserting that Moses “permitted” the practice of divorce on condition of a bill of divorcement. There were both strict and lax interpretations of this supposed Mosaic “tolerance” in Jesus’ day: the school of Shammai regarded unchastity and perhaps immodesty as the only permissible ground of divorce, while the school of Hillel theoretically approved divorce “for any cause” (Matt. 19:3), although condemning frivolous excuses.

Jesus rejects the interpretation that God approved divorce. Except for unfaithfulness (or adultery), which in principle dissolves the marriage, Jesus sternly disapproves divorce (Matt. 5:32). In a subsequent encounter with the Pharisees who ask him whether it is lawful “for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason” (Matt. 19:3, NAS) he rejects permissiveness not by criticizing and circumventing the authority of the Old Testament, but rather by explicitly affirming its authority. He appeals to the teaching of Genesis about the divine purpose in sex and marriage: “ ‘Haven’t you read,’ he replied, ‘that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate” (Matt. 19:4–6, NIV). It is noteworthy that the statement that Jesus attributes to the Creator (19:5) is not actually ascribed to God in Genesis but occurs rather in the body of the creation account (Gen. 2:24), so that the rejoinder gives us additional evidence of Jesus’ high view of scriptural inspiration. He characterizes the Mosaic enactment as a concession to human recalcitrance: “Moses because of the hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your wives: but from the beginning it was not so” (Matt. 19:8, KJV). The Mosaic stipulation was therefore not to be considered a rescension of God’s purpose and intention from the beginning; the injunction does not modify God’s intention and purpose for marriage. John Murray is therefore right in contending that even when discussing divorce, Jesus in the Sermon takes exception not to Mosaic legislation but to prevailing abuses of the Old Testament requirement (Divorce, 1953; cf. his article “Divorce,” p. 170b). What Moses “suffered” or “permitted” was not promulgated by him as a recension of the divine ideal. Jesus nowhere intimates that God disapproved the temporary Mosaic injunction.

Those who take the line that Jesus criticized not simply the prevalent tradition but also the Mosaic legislation seem therefore to involve Jesus in passing adverse judgment not alone upon the scribes and upon the Torah, but upon Yahweh as well. Until Schrenk and others adduce incontrovertible evidence from the early sources that Jesus explicitly criticized Moses and the prophets as misrepresenting the will of God, we may confidently believe that Jesus championed the unimpeachable authority of Scripture. Jesus criticized the Jews rather for not believing what Moses says (John 5:45). Despite all the contrasts adduced alongside Jesus’ spoken words, says Barrett, “it is not probable that a disparagement of the oral Law is intended” (Commentary on Second Corinthians, p. 256).

In a fourth respect Jesus altered the prevalent Jewish view of Scripture. Not only did he criticize scribal modifications of the Old Testament, not only did he find the deepest significance of the law and the prophets in his own messianic identity, not only did he claim singular divine authority to define the precise intention of the inspired writers, but he also inaugurated the promised “new covenant” with moral power to transcend the Old Testament ethical plateau.

Jesus is more than “God’s final word”; he is the one who himself brings salvation and makes men “whole.” The “hardness of heart” that vexed even the Mosaic era, and beyond which the prophets looked anticipatively (Ezek. 36:26), is overtaken by a dawning of the kingdom in which the Holy Spirit is gifted as never before (John 7:39) as a power for righteousness. By the Spirit Jesus copes with the evil of the wayward heart, transforming the inner nature so that the redeemed sinner yearns to fulfill the intention of the moral law and more fully approximates the divine ideal (Rom. 8:3–4).

Jesus gives a “new commandment” (Mark 12:29–31; John 13:34) that truly comprehends the revelational requirement in terms of wholehearted love for God and man. Thus he penetrates and exhibits the unitary significance and aim of the Old Testament. His central complaint was that the subtleties of the scribes defeated the will of God encapsulated in the law of love; the partitioning of the divine commandments into innumerable minutiae to be legally observed clouded and subverted the divine demand.

The Old Testament, to be sure, enjoined love and not merely outward deference to others (Mark 12:29–31); it was at once a call for inner renewal and external distinctiveness. As Barrett remarks, “the Law, rightly used, should lead men not to unbelief but faith” (ibid., p. 255). Although it dealt with outward acts, the Law itself, as written, sought much more than external conformity.

Yet neither the Law nor circumcision could of itself guarantee performance. The Old Testament repeatedly contrasts the heart of the righteous (Gen. 20:5; Deut. 9:5; 1 Kings 3:6; Pss. 7:10; 24:4; 27:14; Prov. 3:5; 22:11; 51:10; Neh. 9:8) with the heart of the sinner as corrupt (Job 36:13; Prov. 11:20), uncircumcised (Deut. 10:16; Jer. 9:25; 17:1), hard (Exod. 4:21; 7:3, 13; 8:11; 9:7; Deut. 2:30). The term heart is used in Scripture for man’s “innermost” being, the seat of his rational functions, spiritual capacities and moral conduct. Hardness of heart (sklērokardia) is used in the Septuagint to translate the obduracy mentioned in denoting man’s persistent indifference to the divine offer of salvation and ongoing rejection of God’s will (Deut. 10:16; Prov. 17:20, 28:14; Ezek. 3:7). Whether in the Old Testament or the New, the heart is where man is illuminated, cleansed (Ps. 51:10) and inwardly renewed (Ezek. 36:26) by attention to God’s Word (Pss. 19:8, 119:9).

The Old Testament prophets themselves predicted and recognized that a removal of the hardness of men’s hearts awaits the era of salvation: “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances” (Ezek. 36:26–27, NAS). It is Old Testament teaching as well as New that only the Spirit of God can communicate new life. Jesus exhibited the full character of the Old Testament law in an unprecedented way in his own life, and proffered the new heart that evidences the dawning presence of the promised new world. The hallmark of this new era lay in the risen Lord’s outpouring of the Holy Spirit as the giver and sustainer of new relationships between God and man. The new covenant embraces the transforming work of the Spirit who imparts fresh life to believers and empowers them to approximate the innermost intentions of what is “written,” alongside their rejoicing in Jesus’ complete manifestation and fulfillment of God’s righteousness. Moses gave form to the law of love (Lev. 19:18; Deut. 6:5), but Jesus gave it supreme substance, so that Christ’s life is “the final norm by which a Christian measures virtue in himself and in others” (Edward John Carnell, “Love,” p. 332). In active obedience Jesus fulfilled the Law and fully satisfied its ethical requirement; in passive obedience by substitutionary atonement he canceled the condemning power of the moral law against believers and annulled the ceremonial law; in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit he ongoingly copes with the sinner’s inner spiritual conflict. Thus he illuminated the unconditional demand of the Old Testament Law and exhibited its full character in life in an unprecedented way.

Both the Old Testament and the New Testament emphasize that God omnisciently knows men’s hearts as the place of decision for or against him and the locale of resolutions that lead to religious and moral performance. God searches the human heart (Ps. 44:21; Rom. 8:27). The New Testament affirms that Christ knows men’s hearts (John 2:25; 21:7; cf. Rev. 2:23, where Christ’s judgment on the church at Thyatira is to “teach all the churches that I am the searcher of men’s hearts and thoughts,” NEB). Jesus’ earthly ministry was replete with references to the hearts of men. Even if one calls to mind only the Matthean references, one readily senses how unforgettable were Jesus’ sayings: evil is harbored in the heart (Matt. 9:4); bad fruit is the yield of an evil heart (12:34); adultery is committed in the heart before the overt deed (5:28); a whole inventory of wicked words, thoughts and acts has its origin in the heart (15:18–19, cf. 24:48); one’s heart beats eagerly with what one truly treasures (6:21); the seed of the kingdom is sown in the heart (13:19); unbelievers recall Isaiah’s prophecy of people whose “heart has grown dull” and who resist an understanding heart (13:14–15, RSV); religious leaders can pay God lip-service while the heart holds God at a distance (15:8); divine forgiveness presupposes man’s heart-forgiveness of an offending brother (18:35). Then there are those striking passages which open wide windows on the world of grace: Messiah is “meek and lowly in heart” (11:29, KJV); keeping the Law involves whole-hearted love of the Lord God and of one’s neighbor (22:37); the “pure in heart” are incomparably blessed (5:8).

What the new covenant holds in prospect is the new man, filled with the Spirit and inwardly as well as outwardly devoted to God. Looking to Pentecost, Jesus pledges the Spirit as an inexhaustible spring (John 4:14; 7:37–39). The Spirit’s permanent abiding as the Father’s specific enduement of Christ during his earthly ministry (Luke 4:18–21; cf. John 1:32, 34) prepares the way for the risen Lord’s ministry in his church. In his farewell discourse (John 13–16) he provides glimpses of what this spiritual energizing involves; in contrast to the spiritual infidelity of the Old Testament it eventuates in new marital fidelity: Christ is bridegroom and the church his bride, a body of believers who themselves are temples (1 Cor. 6:9) to be daily filled by the Spirit (Eph. 5:18). Without love there is no fulfillment of the Law (John 14:15, 24; Rom. 13:10), and it is love that the Holy Spirit specifically communicates as the supreme Christian virtue (1 Cor. 13; Gal. 5:22).

Schrenk is therefore quite right when he depicts the moral significance of Jesus Christ in terms of “the truly decisive invasion of the personal life … opposed to purely external prescription and the mere affecting of the physical life in terms of the sign. The antithesis is absolute in so far as the gramma can never accomplish what is done by the pneuma. What is merely written does not have power to produce observance. … There can certainly be no doubt that Scripture as what is merely written has no power to give new life” (“Gramma,” p. 766). But when Schrenk develops this contrast to exhibit pneuma and gramma as contrary principles and claims the support of Jesus and Paul, he fails to recognize what we must consider a fifth and final distinctive of Jesus’ view of Scripture: that Jesus in principle committed his apostles to the enlargement and completion of the Old Testament canon by their proclamation of a divinely inspired and authoritative word interpreting the salvific significance of his life and work.

The prospect of additional Scripture or a New Testament can hardly be welcomed from a standpoint which disparages the written “letter” in sharp contrast with inner spiritual renewal, since written Scripture presumably would lead to a doctrinaire misunderstanding, even as the written Law is assumed to lead only to a legalistic misunderstanding. When Schrenk insists that “the ‘I say unto you’ caused great changes in the whole concept of authority, especially in relation to the validity of Scripture,” he speaks of “the new norm of the words of Jesus, which acc. to Jn. 6:63 are spirit and life …” (“Graphē,” p. 757). Contrasting a true and a false use of the Law, Schrenk moreover tells us: “As the one takes place only through the Spirit, the other does so only through the gramma, there being merely an execution of the prescription or written Law” (“Gramma,” pp. 765–66). This rejection of the letter he considers a necessary Christian perspective on Scripture and Spirit, and thinks that Paul’s writings demand the contrast. In Paul’s argument in Romans 7 and 8, according to Schrenk, “it is not even remotely suggested that the pneuma might use the gramma to bring about this observance. The whole point of the argument … is that the Spirit alone makes possible the true circumcision and true observance which the Jew cannot achieve by his Holy Scripture” (ibid., p. 766).

But this line of argument incorporates a double confusion. On the one hand, it ignores the fact that the gramma or law as written is an achievement of the Holy Spirit through the inspiration of the sacred writer. When Jesus spoke of Scripture as unbreachable, he used the term Law comprehensively of the Old Testament as divinely inspired writing. On the other hand, it views gramma as promoting only outward, legal conformity to the divine will as adequate fulfillment. Assuredly what is scripturally enjoined cannot be achieved as a fleshly work and can be written on the inner life only as a work of the Spirit: the Spirit—not Scripture in isolation from the Spirit—alone gives new life. But neither does the Spirit achieve the divine goal and fulfillment in contrast to Scripture and apart from it. The issue in debate is therefore not whether the Spirit (rather than what is merely prescribed or written) characterizes the new covenant; it is not whether in the New Testament dispensation a divine spiritual activity inscribes the Law more deeply upon the hearts of believers. Rather it is whether the Law in its very character as written revelation kills or perverts the divine intention: as Schrenk contends, “The killing is a consequence of the fact that this Law is only what is written or prescribed” (ibid., p. 767).

Schrenk clearly overdraws the contrast between spirit and letter when he emphasizes that “it is characteristic of the NT conception of faith that there is no reference to belief in Scripture.” John 2:22 and Acts 26:27 “imply believing Scripture, but not belief in it,” he says, noting the Johannine emphasis that the goal of the gospel is “not faith in what is written but faith in the fact that Jesus is the Christ” (“Graphē,” p. 760, n. 54). It is indeed the case that John uses the verb pisteuō twelve times of believing facts, nineteen times of believing people or Scripture and so forth, whereas thirty-six times it is used of believing “in” or “into” (eis) Christ—a construction for which Dodd finds no parallel in profane Greek or in the Septuagint—and thirty times more the emphasis is expressed by use of the verb absolutely (simply as “believing” without the expressed object). Yet there is a risk in distinguishing the various constructions too sharply, since Jesus himself emphasized that the Jews could not believe his spoken words while they disbelieved Moses’ writings (John 5:45–47); he expects belief of Moses writings and his own words alike. Nor does Jesus rigidly contrast belief in his spoken word with belief in himself. In John 14:11 Jesus calls on the disciples not simply to believe in him, but to “believe me that …,” indicating that genuine faith has an intellectual content not reducible to naked faith in a person. Schrenk’s comment that Paul does not use gramma of “the positive and lasting significance of Scripture” but only of “the legal authority which has been replaced” (“Graphē,” p. 768) hardly does justice to Paul’s express commendation of Timothy’s instruction from childhood in “the sacred grammata“ (2 Tim. 3:15). The term gramma merely connotes “what is written”; gramma and grammata were both commonly used to designate a variety of written pieces, whereas grammata with the definite article is here virtually a technical expression for the Old Testament.

Schrenk further contends that, in contrast with Old Testament passages affirming that God himself wrote down Scripture and the Law, “Jesus Himself is never presented as One who wrote down revelation, nor even as One who caused others to write, except in the case of the Apocalypse. … Neither in the Synoptists nor in Paul is there the emphatic claim to be writing sacred literature. In this regard the Johannine writings stand apart” (“Graphē,” p. 745). But even if we overlook such noteworthy dwarfing of the Johannine writings, the question arises whether this gives a wholly accurate impression. Peter assimilates the Old Testament disclosure to Christ as mediator of prophetic revelation (1 Pet. 1:10–11). Matthew tells us that doctrine given to the apostles was commended by Jesus as divine revelation (Matt. 16:16), and this carries at least an implicit motivation for casting it in written form. Matthew moreover quotes Jesus’ reference to the authentic Christian scribe who as a teacher of the law and learner in the kingdom of heaven produces “from his store both the new and the old” (Matt. 13:52). Joachim Jeremias pointedly observes that “the First Gospel, especially in its proof from Scripture, shows us this scribe at work” (“Grammateus,” 1:742). It is Matthew who not only recites the Old Testament prophecies almost routinely in order to exhibit Jesus as their messianic fulfillment but who climaxes his Gospel also with Jesus’ commission to the disciples to teach all that Jesus had commanded them (28:20).

But there is no reason to minimize the significance of the Johannine teaching, nor can it be as sharply contrasted with the Pauline and Petrine perspectives as Schrenk implies. That Christ by the Spirit is the source of Scripture is a New Testament concept, one which has a basis both in Jesus’ ministry on earth and as risen Lord. The Apocalypse is designated the revelation of Jesus Christ (Rev. 1:1) and John leaves no doubt that its mediating source is the ascended Christ (1:12, 17). The Fourth Gospel, moreover, attests that in the final days of his ministry Jesus indicated to his disciples that he would continue to communicate with them after his crucifixion and resurrection, and that the Holy Spirit would be the communicating agent (John 14:25). This future communication would have as its content the teaching of Jesus: “The Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, and will remind you of everything that I have told you” (14:26, RSV, Good-speed; cf. 16:13–14).

Although the Spirit’s witness centers in Jesus’ teaching, any talk of a “new norm” in contrast to the normativity of Scripture is hardly in view; what is implicit in the teaching of Jesus is, rather, the enlargement of the sacred writings to exhibit Jesus at the center of God’s saving revelation in terms of both promise and fulfillment. Jesus had himself readily resorted to Scripture in proof of his divine sonship (John 10:34–35). In complete consistency with the role of Scripture in manifesting Messiah’s nature and mission, Luke, the author of the Third Gospel (concerning Jesus’ word and work in the days of his flesh), additionally writes The Acts (concerning Jesus’ word and work as risen Lord) (cf. Acts 1:1–3). For all the Spirit’s larger role after Pentecost, searching the Scriptures remained an indispensable pursuit in the Christian churches (Acts 17:11; 18:24; cf. Heb. 4:12). The permanent significance of Scripture is clear from 2 Timothy 3:16, where its values are enumerated in terms of teaching truth and refuting error, reforming conduct and disciplining correct living, and equipping for all good work. It is incomprehensible that the early churches should have ongoingly worshiped Jesus as Lord with no literature other than the literature of promise. The preface of Luke’s Gospel leaves no doubt of the early demand for such writings: “many have undertaken to compile an account of the things accomplished among us” (1:1, ASV). To the inner circle that knew him intimately during his earthly mission Jesus linked the promise of the Spirit to future communication whereby they would authoritatively interpret his teaching and work. That God is the source of the apostolic message is frequently stated in the New Testament, and by no writer more pointedly than the Apostle Paul: “We also constantly thank God that when you received from us the word of God’s message, you accepted it not as the word of men, but for what it really is, the word of God” (1 Thess. 1:13, NAS). The idea of an authoritative and permanently valid word, of a binding text, already implies a selectively distinct and uniquely integrated canon of writings, no less in the case of the Christian rule of faith and practice than in the case of the Old Testament awaiting its climax.

In summary, Jesus altered the prevailing Jewish view of Scripture in several ways: (1) he subjected the authority of tradition to the superior and normative authority of the Old Testament; (2) he emphasized that he himself fulfills the messianic promise of the inspired writings; (3) he claimed for himself an authority not below that of the Old Testament and definitively expounded the inner significance of the Law; (4) he inaugurated the new covenant escalating the Holy Spirit’s moral power as an internal reality; (5) he committed his apostles to the enlargement and completion of the Old Testament canon through their proclamation of the Spirit-given interpretation of his life and work. At the same time he identified himself wholly with the revelational authority of Moses and the prophets—that is, with the Old Testament as an inspired literary canon—insisting that Scripture has sacred, authoritative and permanent validity, and that the revealed truth of God is conveyed in its teachings.







4.
The Only Divine Mediator

EMIL BRUNNER’S Der Mittler appeared in 1927 (the English translation, The Mediator, was published in 1947), its subtitle proclaiming the work to be “A Study of the Central Doctrine of the Christian Faith.” In it Brunner characterizes Christianity as the “absolute opposite” of any religion that views God as disclosing himself immediately to mankind: “In the one form of religion it is claimed as fundamental that God reveals Himself directly to the human soul, in the other as fundamental that God reveals Himself through the Mediator. This is the fundamental distinction” (p. 30).

Requiring personal faith in Jesus Christ, Brunner continues, Christianity affirms that “a real event in time and space … is the unique final revelation, for time and for eternity, and for the whole world. … Faith in the Mediator—in the event which took place once for all, a revealed atonement—is the Christian religion itself. … In distinction from all other forms of religion the Christian religion is faith in the one Mediator. … To be a Christian means precisely to trust in the Mediator” (p. 40). The fact of the Mediator, Brunner adds, is “the characteristic and final token of the contrast between general religion and the Christian faith” (p. 456).

Brunner deplores the obliteration of mediated revelation and redemption by modern neo-Protestant theology and the way it overtly or covertly subscribes to the faith of mysticism or idealism with its downgrading of Christianity to “religion-in-general” (ibid., p. 71). Such a faith, he protests, ignores both the fundamental contrast between the creature and the Creator, and the sinful creatureliness of man, and spells out an idea of God that offends no one. But, remarks Brunner, men resist and “stumble at the Mediator, the God-man and his claim,” because the revelation of the Mediator “humiliates man to the utmost” (ibid., p. 340). “It is the message of the Mediator of the Atonement which first makes the self-assured man so conscious of the humbling element in the thought of the Mediator, and thus of the idea of revelation in the Christian sense. It is the Cross, more than anything else, which differentiates scriptural revelation from all other forms of religion, and from Idealism of every kind” (p. 437).

Brunner stresses, moreover, that as mediator Jesus supremely climaxes the revelatory work of God in the Old Testament. Jesus Christ is “the self-manifestation of God, the final culmination of all the acts of revelation of the old covenant and their fulfilment, the highest, personal, peculiar Word of God, in which, as at no other point, man is confronted with the decision” (ibid., p. 232). Christianity insists also on both the divine and human natures of the Mediator (p. 265). “The Mediator is the Mediator just because—as One who belongs to both sides—He can stand at the same time both with God above men and with men beneath God. He would not be the Mediator apart from this dual character which is characteristic of Mediatorship” (p. 353). Nevertheless, for all his emphasis on a once-for-all redemptive event, Brunner dilutes the revelation of the Mediator into an inner divine-human confrontation at the expense of historical revelation (p. 407); “the Atonement … does not belong to the historical plane,” he remarks, but is “super-history” (p. 504). In previous volumes I have rejected Brunner’s dialectical view of faith and history, so it is necessary here only to mention this aberration of his.

What is here centrally important to our discussion of mediatorial religion is what some post-liberal Jewish scholars contend, namely, that the Christian emphasis on mediation involves a fundamental departure from revealed religion in the Old Testament understanding of that term. Eugene Borowitz, for example, insists that Israel’s religion distinctively depicts God as immediately present and accessible in the life of the Hebrew community. These features Borowitz contrasts in principle with pagan religions where deity is characteristically remote and inaccessible and especially with the Christian emphasis on Jesus Christ as the only mediator between God and man (“Contemporary Christologies: A Jewish Response”). Although the theological views of modern Jewry are far from uniform, the recent upsurge in Judaism is giving significant visibility to this supposedly “traditional” Hebrew emphasis on God’s unmediated presence and accessibility. We shall not here argue the supposed remoteness of deity in pagan religion as such, although one need mention only that the Greeks represented even Zeus as now and then coming down. What is critically important is Borowitz’s contrast of Old and New Testament religion in a way that dissolves messianic mediation.

The place of mediation as an Old Testament category is not in every respect in dispute. Israel was indubitably called to mediate and exemplify to the whole world the blessings of serving the one true God (cf. Gen. 12:2–3; 18:18; 22:15–18; 27:27–29; 28:14); in Walther Eichrodt’s words, Israel was to be “the priestly mediator-people of the age of salvation, the inheritrix of the gracious promises to David, and the guide of the nations to a right knowledge of God” (Theology of the Old Testament, 1:486).

There is no doubt that the mediator-role or function is also frequently fulfilled in the Old Testament by specially designated leaders. In the Book of Deuteronomy, for example, Moses looms characteristically as mediator between God and his people (Deut. 5:24–28). “At the very beginning of Israelite religion we find … the special individual endowment of a person. … That men’s relationship with God should be founded on an activity of one specially called and equipped mediator is of abiding significance for the whole character of their understanding and worship of God” (ibid., p. 292).

But “the activity of the mediator,” says Eichrodt, “was an emphatic reminder of the distance between God and man, a distance not in any way lessened for the chosen people” (ibid.). This is attested not only by the portrayal of Moses as an intercessor, but also by Israel’s conviction that to draw near to Yahweh without mediation is to court destruction. “The frequent references to the fact that Moses’ own intercourse with God was unique precisely because it was unmediated, and that this constituted the special character of his position (cf. Ex. 4:16, 7:1; Num. 11:24 ff., 12:1 ff.; Deut. 5:24, 28) proved that men never ceased to meditate on the gulf between God and man” (pp. 292–93). The New Testament assuredly nowhere demeans the importance of Moses; even Jesus of Nazareth emphasizes that he is not giving a new Torah (Matt. 5:20–21). But we question whether God’s distinctive “face to face” communication with Moses implies an unqualifiedly “unmediated” relationship. The New Testament contrasts Moses with Jesus Christ, in that the latter’s mediation is fulfilling and final (Heb. 3:3–5; 5:6, etc.).

The Hebrews saw their priests as indispensable mediators of access to the divine realm (ibid., p. 403). Likewise they considered the Old Testament prophets as mediators through whom Yahweh manifested his truth and power to Israel (ibid., p. 326). This mediatorial role is specially prominent in the ministry of Ezekiel who, as appointed watchman of the people, has a life-or-death answerability for their fate, and is therefore vulnerable to even greater dangers than are those in his care. The kings were likewise viewed as mediators through whom national righteousness and social justice were to be assured to the covenant-people. As Edmond Jacob puts it: “It would be going too far to assert that the covenant always requires a mediator, but it is certain that, as the concept of the covenant becomes more precise, the person of the mediator, past (Moses), present (the King) or future (the Messiah), tends to increase in importance” (Theology of the Old Testament, p. 213).

Even modern Jewry contemplates the idea of mediation in the broad sense of models that Jews use to speak about God. Jesus of Nazareth is discussed pro and con as one such “mediator,” and spirited questions are raised whether he is the model, an adequate model, or even an acceptable model. Post-liberal Jewish scholars often resist any appeal to Jesus as a model because neo-Protestant biblical criticism frequently implies that no normative view of Jesus of Nazareth is available, or invites skepticism concerning him by espousing many rival views. The historical Jesus, to cite one example, is an embarrassment to Tillich’s Christ-ideal, and because of the supposed historicity of thought-forms Richard Niebuhr and Van A. Harvey can view no model with finality. Kerygmatic theologians yielded the historical Jesus to radical criticism. Toward conservative Christians who, on the other hand, confidently emphasize the reliability of the Gospels, Jewish spokesmen take another approach by responding that ongoing global social and political injustice implies that Messiah has not yet come. Even if the Christian’s appeal to Jesus as mediator may retain force among the heathen, the fact of anti-Semitism—the ghetto and Christian pogroms, and finally Auschwitz—assertedly strips away much of Jewry’s interest.

The negative criticism that erodes the reliability of the Gospels in principle and practice also erodes the Old Testament, however; Jewish scholars who seek to vindicate the uniqueness of the Hebrew religion find no better allies than evangelical Christians. No less than Christians, Jews differ extensively among themselves over epistemological assumptions, hermeneutics, and the semantics of their distinctive doctrines; if such diversity in and of itself reduces everyone to skepticism, then no appeal to some alternative commitment can carry any force.

The modern Jewish rejection of mediatorial religion and hence of Christianity involves two basic concerns: first, the relationship of the New Testament doctrine of mediation to the Old Testament, and second, the adequacy of current Jewish views concerning God’s promised covenant-relationship.

If the New Testament doctrine of Christ’s mediation is not in rivalry with the Old Testament materials but is consciously fashioned out of Hebrew backgrounds, then we must exhibit its textual supports. At first glance the Old Testament data seem remarkably slim. Job 9:33–34 is the only Old Testament passage where the Septuagint translation mesitēs occurs: “If only there were one to arbitrate between us/and impose his authority on us both,/so that God might take his rod from my back,/and terror of him might not come on me suddenly” (NEB). Alongside this one instance, other passages in Job come to mind in which Job appeals “to God against God,” or in which God is supreme and at the same time umpire and mediator (“But for my part I would speak with the Almighty/and am ready to argue with God,” 13:3, NEB; “If only there were one to arbitrate between man and God,/as between a man and his neighbour!” 16:21, NEB). In Ezekiel 22:30 God laments the absence of anyone to stand in the breach (cf. 13:4–5), a role that the prophet then applies to his own ministry.

The relatively few occurrences of Hebrew and Greek terms translated mediator may surprise those convinced of the scriptural importance of the theme. But, as A. Oepke emphasizes, even if “the word is not used, mediatorship is at the heart of Old Testament religion.…” Only Judaism worked out the mediator concept technically, he adds, but “the wealth and depth of the basic Old Testament understanding is only partially grasped”; in Hellenistic Judaism, under alien influences, a tendency develops to exalt Moses to semi-divine status as mediator of the covenant (“Mesitēs,” 4:614, 618).

The prophetic message connected the validity of atonement not with animal sacrifices as an efficacious ritual, but rather with genuine repentance that issued in obedience, that is, with a personal relationship to Yahweh predicated on God-imparted purification. Apart from this, cultic expiation and placation, however frequently performed, left the Israelites essentially and positionally unchanged since mechanically repeated sacrifices were unacceptable to Yahweh. Th. C. Vriezen calls attention to the passion with which Yahweh emphasizes that for his own sake alone he pardons sin: “I, even I, am he that blotteth out thy transgressions for mine own sake” (Isa. 43:25, KJV)—that is, as God’s merciful gift. The most exalted portrayal of that gift is Isaiah 53. Here the many elements of Old Testament teaching on atonement and reconciliation converge to focus on the absolutely obedient suffering servant of God whose death (and that is not the prophet’s last word about him) alone is the ground of the removal of sins. The ritual sacrifices supply only a background in this majestic picture of the moral and spiritual character of the expiatory role of the mediator, a background within which the divine reconciler focuses on the mediator who bears the punishment of others. “That this vision is connected with Israel, and that it depicts the ideal task of Israel to the world (to which it is sent in order to bring the Kingdom of God),” Vriezen adds pointedly, “detracts nothing from the fact that … the prophet also reaches beyond the historical Israel to the saviour who shall fulfil the task of redemption in Israel for Israel” (An Outline of Old Testament Theology, p. 298).

The noun mediator (mesitēs), signifying an intervener between two parties, intermediary or negotiator, appears only six times in the New Testament (Gal. 3:19–20; 1 Tim. 2:5; Heb. 8:6; 9:15; 12:24) and but once in the Septuagint (Job 9:33). The cognate verb mesiteuõ occurs only once (Heb. 6:17) where it means to interpose or give a guarantee. The term mediation is found nowhere in the English Bible. Except for the two references in Galatians 3:19, where Moses under the broad category of mediators is viewed as mediator of the Law rather than as the mediator, the other four New Testament references are to Jesus Christ’s sole efficacy for human salvation (1 Tim. 2:5) and to his inauguration of a right relationship between man and God in the new covenant (the three passages in Hebrews).

The repudiation of mediation by some modern Judaic scholars is not intended to disavow the possibility of relationships between the human and the divine but presumably to preserve such relationships without any unnecessary intrusion between the two. Modern Judaism’s rejection of any need to bridge a gulf between God and man reflects its conviction that God is not so estranged by human conduct as to be at enmity with man. Yahweh as a loving and merciful God, it is said, seeks reconciliation and requires no propitiatory or expiatory intervention; the God of covenant conditions ongoing relationship to his covenant people only on obedience and repentance and without any necessity or requirement for substitutionary atonement. The Christian appeal to Jesus and the gospel is therefore set aside as not analogous to the Old Testament appeal to Moses and the Torah, since it assertedly misconceives the role of mediator. Mediation understood analogously to the Old Testament must be comprehended, it is said, in a very different way, that is, mediation is necessary as an exemplary model, but not in a substitutionary role.

It is no doubt true that the God of the Bible takes the initiative with his chosen people, intervenes for them, inaugurates the covenant, and even refuses utterly to cast off his covenant people. Rabbinic Judaism refers often to Moses, mediator of the law and inaugurator of the covenant, in the unique role of God’s commissioned interpreter, negotiator and even broker, the go-between who brings together Yahweh and his people. While Rabbinic Judaism focuses the mediator concept mainly on Moses, it usually conceded, except in later Jewish sagas, that Moses did not himself keep the whole Torah. While the Isaian songs of the suffering servant were messianically interpreted, the concept of vicarious suffering was not attached to them; instead, emphasis fell on the resurgence of Israel and her glory among the nations. Jewish interest in the concept of a mediator-messiah who suffers yet does not die probably did not arise before the Middle Ages evoked their profound searching of the Hebrew Bible and polemic discussion with Christians. The transcendent apocalyptic messiah of Daniel 7:13 was the Old Testament’s only other locus for rabbinic discussion of a mediator. Jewry came more and more to regard the law itself as a mediating factor, for its fulfillment carried assurance of communion with God. In turn such fulfillment became increasingly assumed. Later speculation then went on to equate Torah with wisdom as mediator (Ecclus. 24:23–29).

There is indeed no Old Testament basis for considering the inspired prophets, or even the priests, or even Moses, far less the law, as mediating between man and God in a final or ultimate sense. While the prophet spoke to man for God, and the priest to God for man, neither pointed to himself but rather to the divinely provided mediator that was anticipated or typified. Likewise the king, representing Yahweh to the people and the people before Yahweh, only prefigured the coming King. Even the high priest, moreover, knew that the sacrificial offering on the high Day of Atonement effected reconciliation only on the ground of anticipated messianic intervention. The ancient sacrifices were not automatically efficacious; not even repentance, indispensable as it was for reconciliation, made them so, nor could supplementary observances like prayer, almsgiving and fasting, since flawed human effort could supply no ground for the sinner’s acceptance with God.

Alongside this typical mediatorial function circumscribed and limited in its power of deliverance, there are suggestions in the Old Testament of a divine mediator who accomplishes complete vicarious mediation. While the priestly tradition, on the one hand, emphasized the unapproachable majesty of the transcendent, holy God, the prophetic tradition, on the other, stressed Yahweh’s active intervention in history. “The popular notion of the theophany, in which the divine being was made visible in human or quasi-human form, and which was in no way repellent to prophetic thought, was avoided by the priestly literature,” Eichrodt thinks, on the ground that the supposed P-redactor energetically and totally excludes “any mediatory beings of a divine nature” (cf. Gen. 1:26; 11:27) (Theology of the Old Testament, 1:408). Yet priestly cultic practice was indubitably concerned with the real presence of Yahweh in the festivals and in the life of the people.

However much the full intent of the messianic oracles may be disputed, in contrast with other eschatological oracles that speak only of Yahweh’s coming, they nonetheless stress the person of a mediator whose significance, as Jacob reminds us, lies in a remarkable enduement: “He is called a star (Kokab) … one of the constants of eschatological language … and … elsewhere also the coming of the Saviour is found in association with manifestations of a planetary or solar order; the Saviour will be a powerful warrior … who performs the task elsewhere reserved for Yahweh: to break the skull of his enemies; this Saviour has a universal empire; the earth belongs to him (cf. Dt. 33:13 ff.)” (Theology of the Old Testament, pp. 329–30).

A further difference between references to the Messiah as anticipated mediator and Yahweh’s attitude toward the unquestionably human mediators of Israelite religion is the absence of any censorious divine attitude toward the coming Messiah. Yahweh does indeed guide his people by subordinate leaders whose special role he assigns them; they intercede for the people and their intercessory prayers can even avail to effect reconciliation. But, as Vriezen notes, God maintains transcendent judgment and does not wholly commit himself to them; their intercession does not always succeed (Outline of Old Testament Theology, p. 294). Perhaps there is no more striking reminder of this than the fact that the high priest requires sacrifice for his own sins, sins which otherwise preclude even his highly limited entrance into the holy of holies. Although mediators, the prophets and priests are not primary agents of atonement and salvation; they themselves stand in need of repentance and reconciliation. Even Moses falls under this verdict. There is, in fact, a striking passage in which Moses fails in his effort to atone for the sins of the people; not fully placated, Yahweh accordingly dispatches the “angel of the Lord” to represent him (Exod. 32:30–35).

This phenomenon of Yahweh’s emissary, who is not clearly distinguishable from Yahweh and who clothes himself with Yahweh’s appearance and speech, the mal‘ak yhwh or angel of the Lord, occurs very early in the Old Testament (Gen. 16:7; 21:17; 22:11; 31:11, 13; 48:16; Exod. 3:2–6; Num. 22:22–35; Judges 6:11–24; 13:20–22, etc.). Yahweh is here somehow remarkably present in the angel phenomenon, standing amid his people and succouring them. Critical attempts to dissolve the theological significance of the relevant passages have not succeeded; appeals to Hebrew religious development or to different literary traditions are toppled by logical contradiction (cf. Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, 2:25–26). The angel of the Lord belongs not only to the Mosaic but also to the post-Mosaic era; this phenomenon cannot be dismissed therefore as a conception of revelation peculiar to the patriarchal period. Moreover, the interplay between Yahweh and his emissary occurs in literary strands attributed to more than one author. The hypothesis of interpolation in no way explains why the insertion was not ventured uniformly. In the divine emissary of Yahweh the ancient narrators saw “in certain cases the operation of God himself, and that in a manner more direct than could be achieved through any other heavenly being. Yet this operation was not so direct that the Lord of heaven could be said to have come down to earth in person. … In the quasi-human form of the messenger he can temporarily incarnate himself in order to assure his own that he is indeed immediately at hand” (ibid., p. 27). Vriezen considers it all the more remarkable that in a milieu swept by religious notions of “all sorts of earthly and subterranean spirits,” Israel, consistent with Yahweh’s prohibition of contact with and worship of this demonic world, and with a faith in God’s rule and relationship to man that “could do without all the apparatus of magic and demonology as religious elements,” should shun contact with such spiritual figures except in respect to the mal‘ak yhwh. While angels do, indeed, “belong to the divine world they do not play an independent role but are only ministering spirits” (An Outline of Old Testament Theology, pp. 225–26); as divine emissary, the angel of the Lord, on the other hand, is the angel of Yahweh’s direct self-manifestation.

In the apocryphal writings, a growing angelology increasingly obscures the presence of God, whereas in the canonical writings the emphasis on the angel of the Lord neither fragments God’s unity nor obscures the exalted Lord’s direct presence. Later Judaism blurs the mediatory purport even of the divine Name as Yahweh recedes more and more into transcendent mystery and the tetragrammaton replaces Yahweh who manifests himself in history.

The Old Testament concept of the Spirit is no less striking than that of the mal‘ak yhwh. The Spirit in “its substantiality always remains the shadow of the covenant God, and exists only as a form of his revelation,” remarks Eichrodt. “However, by becoming a personal subject it applies the essentially divine power within it to particular effect, acquiring a kind of mediatory position between God and man. … It becomes God’s holy spirit. A man’s attitude toward it determines his attitude to God; disobedience to the holy spirit grieves it and causes it to withdraw, with the result that the flow of divine life is cut off” (Theology of the Old Testament, 2:60). Eichrodt contends that the readiness of criticism to explain the development of the Hebrew doctrine of the Spirit by reference to Persian influences must be assessed with caution because of irreducible differences of viewpoint. The motivation for the development may well have been “purely internal to Judaism,” quite apart from the contention of Eichrodt and others that “the Spirit-hypostasis does not become naturalized in popular thinking” until long after the Babylonian exile, when pressures for Hebrew accommodation no longer existed (ibid., p. 68).



But of equal if not greater importance for Hebrew thought on mediation was the concept of the Word of God as the medium of divine revelation. Israel understood the Word as the cosmic power of the Creator God. But, in contrast to the magical cults, it conceived the Word not as a natural force or a mystical spell whose inner nature and external identity are intrinsically hidden, but rather as a clear declaration and revelation of the divine sovereign. In Israel the whole life of the nation was predicated in principle upon the forever fixed and uniformly valid revealed will and law of God. Besides, and on this foundation, Yahweh inspires the prophets to vouchsafe for a specific historical situation an unforeseeable word that gives guidance and direction to the developing life of the nation. Assuring the ongoing role of God’s Word in Hebrew history was the divine promise of a succession of prophets beyond Moses (Deut. 18:15, 18); their words of divine blessing, promise and cursing attest that God is sovereign in his Word that guides historical events. As Eichrodt puts it, “The word thus becomes an expression of God’s saving will and universal design exalted over history, at one moment in the static and unalterable form of law, at another in the dynamic movement of the word of prophecy” (ibid., 2:74).

In the Hebrew narrative a divine creative Word accounts for the genesis of the universe and “the processes of nature also fall into the category of the free moral activity of a purposeful will,” even as all history depends upon the word and will of God (Deut. 8:3: “By everything that comes from the mouth of Yahweh does man live”). Not only is the Word of God depicted as the supreme cosmic power, but also ongoing cosmic processes are portrayed as released and sustained by Yahweh’s specific Word, and the transiency of human concerns and earthly reality is contrasted with Yahweh’s enduring Word (Isa. 40:8). The Old Testament itself increasingly discloses the Word not simply as a divine cosmic power but as a personal divine reality as well. This development, as Eichrodt says, “was by no means merely … a method of linking the transcendent God to the world through the mediatorial services of a hypostasis; it witnesses just as much to the experience of the Word as a living and present reality, the effects of which men could discern from day to day, and in them be confronted by the operation of the living God himself” (ibid., 2:77).

Whether in these passages we see only the human hypostatization of a religious concept or, instead, a profounder revelational disclosure of God in his Word depends upon whether philosophical preconceptions decide the interpretation of Hebrew religious history or whether Yahweh’s self-revelation is determinative. Some scholars view Old Testament representations of the Word and Wisdom as poetic personification, because the fuller theological representations seem to them too precise to allow for literal interpretation (cf. Prov. 8:22–31, where Wisdom is God’s agent in creating the universe and is by implication independently preexistent although proceeding from him). But Eichrodt maintains that the presuppositions necessary for treating the Word as such an independent entity “were already present in the strong emphasis in the prophets on the objectivity of the Word, the strange power of which, subjecting to itself all human thought, and acting entirely of its own motion, they portrayed in such striking images and analogies that from time to time some have wished to see a hypostasis of the Word even at this stage. The line of poetic personification, however, was crossed only at a much later period, when independent effectiveness was ascribed to the Word without its being given a particular content or connected with a person commissioned to communicate it. Thus it can be said that Yahweh sends his Word, and it heals the sick. … Above all, however, it was God’s intervention in the history of his people which later Judaism attributed to the Word as an independently active force. … The Targums like to replace God in the sacred text by the Word, here called mēmrā, or dibbūrā, and conceived as an independent divine power” (ibid., pp. 77–78).

The foregoing comments on the Spirit and the Word are not intended as a complete or final reflection of the personal reality and agency of the Spirit and of the Word and Wisdom in the Old Testament. They are intended, rather, to remind the reader that conceptions of God alongside God are not alien to the very canonical writings that insist irreducibly on monotheistic revelation.

Biblical religion is irreducibly mediatorial in both testaments. There are clear analogies between the Hebrew and Christian conceptions of mediation, and the evangelical doctrine of Christ the mediator is not without deep Old Testament roots. From the very outset, the concept of Jesus as mediator stands on Old Testament ground and not over against it.

The religious Jew spoke of forgiveness only on the basis of special divine disclosure vouchsafed through inspired prophets. As Brunner remarks, “The Jew knows that a general statement ‘God forgives because He is a kindly Father,’ would be a blasphemy, a mocking of the Holiness of God. That God does forgive is a marvel, a miracle, it is not something which can be taken for granted, and the religious Jew discovers this ‘miracle of grace’ in the prophetic revelation and in the history of his divine deliverance. ‘He made known His ways unto Moses, His acts unto the children of Israel’—so runs the classical passage in the Old Testament doctrine of forgiveness in the 103rd Psalm” (The Mediator, p. 537).

Moreover, even later Judaism, as Justus Koeberle notes, connected divine forgiveness with expiation through sacrifice offered by the high priest, this ritual being an aspect of the divine disclosure of salvation (Sünde und Gnade im religiosen Leben des Volkes Israel bis auf Christum, p. 614). Even if the Isaian servant songs may have been applied at a quite early age to the role of the Hebrew nation in the world, that was not the only way in which they were perceived. Brunner quotes Emil Schürer’s contention: “It cannot be controverted that in the second century after Christ, at least in certain circles of Judaism, there was a certain familiarity with the idea of a suffering Messiah who suffered for the expiation of human sin” (Geschichte des jüdischen Volkes im Zeitalter Jesu Christi, 2:650). The ongoing objection to identifying the nation Israel in its world mission with the suffering servant is that the servant has a mission to Israel. Whatever motifs both share in common, Gerhard von Rad notes, and rightly, that the collectivistic view does not fully fit the individualistic literary category of prophetic confession, and that in context the complete unfaithfulness and unwillingness of Israel cannot be identified with the unqualified self-surrender and unswerving faith of the suffering servant (Old Testament Theology, 2:260). The suffering servant representations tower in noteworthy ways above the theological expectations of their day. Von Rad adduces five specific points which distinguish Isaiah 53 from current conceptions: “The depth and comprehensiveness of this prophetic suffering far surpasses all that had ever been said before … especially the Servant’s readiness to suffer and … his paradoxical confidence of his safety in God. … The Servant’s advance into a realm beyond suffering where he is glorified before the whole world. … The people for whom the Servant suffered overcome their initial blindness and acknowledge him (and) their actual words are given. … The Servant as having a significance which reaches far beyond Israel. He confronts all the nations of the world. Kings are to shut their mouths before this Servant of God” (ibid., p. 277).

Eichrodt thinks that the daily burnt offering in the priestly code—offered, in contrast with the animal sacrifice, without the presence or participation of the congregation—may already in Old Testament times have encouraged the notion of an “automatically effected” atonement through which God’s presence is guaranteed (Theology of the Old Testament, 1:421–22). Later, in view of the promise of a future priestly nation of mediators, the expectations of God’s universal kingdom and its messianic ruler are readily transformed. Overvaluation of human energies blurs both the awe of God in his untouchable holiness and prophetic eschatology with its messianic ingredient, and focuses instead on possibilities for a present social order of justice and peace inspired by Judaic motifs predicated on a nationalistic base. In the postexilic period, notes Jacob, “priests, who take in almost all fields the kingly succession, become the mediators of the covenant and make its benefits possible for the people” (Theology of the Old Testament, p. 213). Although the rabbinical Jews often remained conscious of the relativity of the ceremonial ritual, the “greater inwardness” for which the prophets called, says Vriezen, “only manifested itself in some points, for besides greater profundity the opposite phenomenon also occurs: greater superficiality; the outward laws came to be understood less and less, and they were kept more and more only as a necessity, in slavish obedience to the letter of the law. Though it was duly acknowledged that the atonement was granted by God, the cultic ritual gradually gets stuck in mere observance and the cult becomes a human achievement again, even if only as a token of obedience—the ultimate danger of all sacramentalism” (Outline of Old Testament Theology, p. 299).

Once mediation between man and God is considered extraneous, the question arises whether the conception of a divine “offer of redemption” is any longer meaningful (unless its significance is now radically changed from biblical representations). The fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D. involving the destruction of the temple and the termination of its sacrifices was a matter of terrible dismay for Jewry. Whether written before or after that event, the letter to the Hebrews at least reassures Christian Jews that the true sacrifice had been offered by Jesus Christ, the enduring High Priest who is already in the heavenly sanctuary.

Vriezen further emphasizes that the idea of substitution is an essential and permanent aspect of the Old Testament doctrine of atonement. Not only is it suggested in Leviticus 17:11, but “the appearance of the servant of the Lord is also represented in accordance with this mediatorial idea of atonement. … Biblical theology cannot do without the idea of substitution but it is only in the personal sacrifice that it can be found in its fulness, in the mediator’s service on behalf of his brethren and to a God who is personally moved with compassion for sinners. Any other doctrine of the Atonement is unbiblical, even if it may be supported by the letter of one or two texts” (ibid., pp. 300–301).

Only the mediator of the new covenant, foretold by the inspired Old Testament prophets, could fulfill the deepest aims and purposes of the Old Testament revelation of the blessing that would issue from Israel to all families of the earth (Gen. 12:3; 28:14) and would embrace penitent Gentile and Jew alike in an eternally effectual sacrifice. The priests of Israel put men in touch with a provisional method of coping with sin and an imperfect means of overcoming the gulf it caused; it was Christ who effected full atonement and inaugurated the new covenant (Mark 10:45; 14:24). The letter to the Hebrews, in declaring Christ to be “the mediator of a new testament,” adds “a death having taken place for the redemption of the transgressions that were under the first testament” (9:15, ABUV)—a death, that is, that shelters not only those contemporary with Christ and subsequent to him but all from Adam to John the Baptist as well. Only by faith in Jesus Christ (John 14:6), the one crucified for sinners (Gal. 3:26), does anyone come to the Father. All the limited mediators of the Old Testament, even Moses (Mark 9:7), find their role in relation to the unsurpassable greater one who has come. The letter to the Hebrews repeatedly stresses that Jesus transcends and replaces the mediator of the old covenant (8:5, 9:19, 12:21), and leaves no doubt about the irreducible difference between the old covenant and the new one vouchsafed already by Jeremiah 31:31–33 and now fulfilled in Christ. In Hebrews 6:17, Oepke notes, mesiteuein cannot mean to “mediate” or “to be mediator,” since the text represents God in a way that requires the sense of “guarantee” or “vouch for”; the term therefore gathers together the sense both of Christ’s mediatorial death and of the divine guarantee (cf. 7:22, where Jesus is called “the guarantee of the better covenant,” NAS).

Everywhere the New Testament writers affirm a religion that centers in the mediator. Important as was the role of the apostles, none of them claims himself to be a divine-human mediator in the absolute sense. The Johannine Gospel unqualifiedly declares Jesus to be “the way, the truth, and the life” (14:6, KJV). Even where the term is absent, the New Testament frequently reflects the mediator concept, and as a whole is saturated by faith in the mediator.

The New Testament affirms that Christ gathers up in himself the Old Testament offices of prophet, priest and king; that he embodies what the Old Testament depicts as the Word and Wisdom of God; that the Spirit of God descended upon him, filled and guided him; and that in him is fulfilled the Isaian characterization of the suffering servant as the mediator for the whole world. “The new form of His sense of mediatorship is apocalyptic and messianic divine and human sonship,” remarks Oepke. “It seems to be His original and most proper act indissolubly to combine this ideal of power with the ideal of humility expressed in the suffering servant of God” (“Mesitēs,” 4:621). As the Servant of God he “gives his life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).

Many commentators on the Epistle to the Colossians note that Paul’s prayer in the opening chapter, as Francis W. Beare puts it, “merges almost imperceptibly into a formal statement of the person of Christ” in which the incarnate Logos is “set before us as the sole Mediator of creation and the sole Mediator of redemption. God made the universe through him and for him, and God redeems the universe through him. … All the fulness of the Godhead has its permanent abode in him alone (1:19); it is not distributed among a host of mediators. The cosmos, disordered and alienated from God through the rebellion and persistent disobedience of man, is restored to its true harmony through the act of sacrifice by which Christ makes atonement for sin” (“Colossians: Introduction and Exegesis,” 11:141). Similarly, in 1 Timothy Paul emphasizes both that there is but one God—”not a lower creator God and a higher savior God” as the Gnostics taught—and but “one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself a ransom for all” (2:5–6). These two verses, as Fred D. Gealy observes, “contain an exceptionally precise and clear statement of the basic pattern of the Christian faith: one God, one mediator, Christ Jesus, who is both God and man, and who on the Cross gave himself to be the world’s Redeemer” (“I and II Timothy and Titus: Introduction and Exegesis,” 11:399). In 1 Timothy 2:5 the mediator in view is not one merely between God and Israel but one between God and mankind: Christ’s mediatorial self-offering is universally valid, and he is the only mediator who represents God to mankind and mankind to God. Thus the New Testament climaxes the Old Testament symbolism of mediation in one individual, Jesus Christ. “The new thing as compared with all previous conceptions,” says Oepke, “is that the function of the mesitēs is related exclusively to Christ and the uniqueness and universality of the relation is maintained on this basis” (“Mesitēs,” 4:619).

The fact that Jesus never uses the term mediator suggests to some neo-Protestant critics the possibility that its application to him is a creative origination of the early church. Some interpreters have even coupled Jesus’ nonuse of the term in self-testimony with such passages as Luke 15:11–13 and 18:9–11 to promote the notion that the Nazarene sponsored a religion without mediation. These views, no less than the efforts of criticism to erode the mediatorial consciousness of Jesus, are predicated on biased philosophical theories and will not survive careful investigation. Against the conjecture of modern critics that the portrayal in the Gospels of Jesus as mediator is a theological-apologetic construct of the primitive Christian community must be weighed the insistence of the writers themselves that they present fact not fiction. The New Testament conception of revelation cannot be integrated with a comparative religions approach; instead, as Oepke insists, “its whole range is strictly and exclusively oriented to the mediator concept … in the sense that in the Mediator Christ there is accomplished the decisive self-offering of God to the full fellowship to which we are absolutely directed” (ibid., p. 624). “The self-testimony … is not entirely absent from the Synoptics,” Oepke emphasizes, “even apart from the final open confessions (Mt. 21:1 ff.; 26:64 and par.). Jesus makes total demands (Mt. 10:37ff. and par.) and grants total peace (Mt. 11:28 ff.). He alone knows and reveals the Father (Mt. 11:27 and par.). He makes man’s destiny dependent on confession of His person (Mt. 10:32 f. and par.). He is the Judge of the world (Mt. 25:31 ff.)” (p. 621). The conception of Jesus as mediator has its basis in the Gospels and behind that in the Old Testament. As Oepke emphasizes, “the publican in the temple prays as a Jew to the God of revelation”—”God be propitiated toward me the sinner” (Luke 18:13)—and “in the story of the prodigal son Jesus is justifying His own attitude to sinners” (ibid.).

The brief time span between the historical events and their literary representations in the Gospels also weighs against the notion that the doctrine of Christ’s mediatorship was a creation of the early church. It took centuries for Buddhism and Islam to elevate the human founders of those religions to demi-gods. By contrast the Christian community arises from the very first in relationship to the crucified and risen Lord and from the outset eagerly awaits his return from heavenly glory to establish God’s rule universally. The Acts of the Apostles would have had to be completely rewritten to accord with a very different representation of the rise and spread of Christianity had the earthly life of Jesus been merely that of a prophet who had no saving and mediatorial role. The Apostle Paul did not invent the faith of the Christian community but rather resisted and deplored it, and came to share it only after the Damascus Road encounter by the risen Lord.

The reluctance in the Gospels to openly identify Jesus as the absolute mediator may inhere in the nature of his life and ministry in the days of his flesh. “In the historic life of Jesus before the resurrection there can as yet be no talk of a mediatory function,” suggests Walter Künneth. “His task as the Son consists in his perfect obedience. Up to the point of his crucifixion and death he is still wholly subject to the laws of his humanity. The qualification for mediatorial office, however, depends not only on being bound up with the common destiny of mankind, but just as much on breaking through the bounds and limitations of that destiny. Only the Kyrios unites these two things within himself. … In Christ, man’s old life which is in bondage to death and guilt is united with the new resurrection world which is free from sin and superior to death, and it is this that makes possible his mediatory function. Thus the risen Christ brings into being a new relationship to God, which apart from the resurrection did not exist. This new approach to God is only made possible through the mediation of the Risen One. … Christ can be the ‘advocate,’ ‘high priest’ and ‘mediator,’ who intercedes on behalf of man while man still tarries on this side of death, only because as man he is our ‘brother’ and as the Risen One is also the Lord who has authority to forgive sins and possesses the life eternal that comes from God. God makes the Risen One the mediator of salvation, … the only place where that salvation is not merely promised, as in the prophets, but is realized. That is why Jesus is not a prophet, but the mediator“ (The Theology of the Resurrection, pp. 159–60). The conception of mediator was not central to New Testament dogmatics because there were other no less appropriate and influential designations for Jesus of Nazareth, not least of them Kurios or Lord. In Oepke’s words, “only as the One who died and rose again is He in the full sense of the word the Mediator” (“Mesitēs,” 4:621). As such he is revealed not only as the promised Messiah and God-Man, but also and specially beyond that as the risen Lord.
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