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Preface






Why another book on the theology of the New Testament, when so many excellent books are already on the market? The answer is that this book has grown out of the dilemma of a teacher.


What book should be recommended to students who come – as is often the case today – without an extensive knowledge of the Bible and without much experience in critical study; to people engaged in the delicate art of giving religious instructions in school or Sunday school who are eager to improve their qualifications; and to thoughtful laypeople – and they are many – who are prepared to go to some trouble to find out what the New Testament says and what it means? Of the existing books some make demands for a knowledge of Greek that the ordinary reader cannot meet; some are based on critical principles that are no longer wholly acceptable; several deal with a part of the New Testament only, usually Paul and John; others are so long that the reader tends to drown in them and not to swim. Inquiry has shown that I am far from being alone in experiencing this dilemma.


Would it be possible to produce a book of medium length, covering the whole of the New Testament, based on critical principles but not counting on much prior knowledge on the part of readers, while at the same time encouraging them to make their own discoveries in larger works? I have assumed throughout that the reader will turn constantly to the text of the New Testament itself, and will have or secure a concordance to the Bible – such as Young’s Analytical Concordance – and a good introduction to the books of the New Testament.


I have included more footnotes and a longer bibliography than had been intended originally. I have been careful to include a number of works by authors whose standpoint is very different from my own. It is important that the reader understand from the start that there is hardly a single point in New Testament study on which there is one agreed view, and that it is necessary to come to the material with a critical intelligence.


Biblical quotations are in most cases from the Revised Standard Version. A few exceptions are noted as being from the Authorized Version (AV) or from the New English Bible (NEB), or even paraphrases of the Greek.


I have to thank many friends who have helped me, notably Professor C.F.D. Moule who has commented on the whole book and, as always, saved me from a number of errors, Miss G.I. Mather who typed the first draft, and Mrs. M. Howard who typed a large part of the final draft.


Professor Henry Barclay Swete, at the end of the Preface to his masterly commentary on the Gospel of St. Mark,1 quoted from the great Augustine some words that I would gladly make my own: “Lord God, whatever I have written in this book that comes from thee, may those also who are thine acknowledge [agnoscant]; if anything that comes from myself alone, may I be pardoned [ignosce] both by thee and by those who are thine own.”2
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	1.   The Gospel According to St. Mark: The Greek Text with Introduction, Notes and Indices (London: Macmillan and Co., 1898; 2d. ed., 1902).



	2.   de Trinitate, XV, 28.

















1

On Doing New Testament Theology







To write a theology of the New Testament, a systematic and ordered presentation of its teaching, is no easy task. The whole of the New Testament is theology – that is its reason for being. The Christian church, as it grew and as the events that brought it into existence became more distant, felt the need of a collection of books in which the reasonable knowledge of God as revealed in the face of Jesus Christ would be preserved until the end of time. Through a process of selection that lasted roughly two centuries certain books were chosen and others were rejected; the New Testament was in being.1


Some time ago an Italian school of literary criticism set itself to distinguish between what is poetical and what is not in the writings of great poets. The attempt revealed itself in the end as ludicrous. It rested on the supposition that an exact definition of the word “poetical” is possible, and it overlooked the differences among the various kinds of poetry. In a long poem, such as an epic, lines and even whole passages may seem to lack poetic inspiration; yet they are necessary if the rise and fall of the poem are to be felt, and if its movement is to resemble the inevitability of the advance of waves upon the shore.


In the same way every attempt to separate the theology of the New Testament from the New Testament itself has been found to involve the futile enterprise of trying to separate soul from spirit. The New Testament is its theology. It is impossible to say of one passage, “this is theological,” and of another, “this is not.” Even in those sections that at a first reading appear to be least theological, the theology is still present and will reveal itself to the more attentive mind. Some good scholars are of the opinion that in the exciting story of Paul’s voyage to Rome (Acts 27) the writer is drawing on travel tales that were current in the world of his time rather than on actual memories of historical events.2 It may well be that for some of the nautical details he was thus indebted; but if any Greek travel tale of the time exists, or ever existed, as heavily charged as the narrative in Acts with the sense of divine providence, divine purpose, divine presence, and divine protection, I have not yet encountered it.


Is it then possible to write a theology of the New Testament?


The older and traditional method was simply that of rearrangement of the materials. Rather on the method of the Loci Communes of Philip Melanchthon (1521), the first work of systematic theology of the Reformation period, the theme was divided up into topics and headings – the divinity of Jesus Christ, the humanity of Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, the church, and so on; all the relevant material was assembled and classified, in the expectation that in this way a complete and harmonious picture of the teaching of the entire New Testament would be arrived at. Various ingenious devices were worked out for restoring accord if the elements brought together appeared to be discordant. A work of this kind, Outlines of Christian Doctrine, was produced in 1889 by the distinguished evangelical scholar Handley Carr Glyn Moule.


All this could be useful and edifying up to a certain point. But the effectiveness of the method depended on the acceptance of two presuppositions – that every part of the New Testament is equally inspired, and that, for all the variety that exists in the different parts, they can all in the end be reduced to an undifferentiated harmony. These are precisely the presuppositions that the theological world of today finds it difficult to accept.


What has happened to produce a change of attitude, and to make the former method appear antiquated?


In a variety of ways we have been rediscovering the Jesus to whom the New Testament bears witness.


In Jesus Christ a force of inestimable magnitude began to operate within the world of men. The movement that this Jesus initiated has lasted through nineteen centuries, and shows no signs of diminishing or fading away. The church that bears his name has shown itself capable of sustaining the most grievous injuries, as in the Muslim invasions and the Russian Revolution, and of repairing what might have been fatal losses in one direction by vast extension in another. It has proved able to absorb into itself many different races and cultures and to produce new syntheses of thought and conviction. It has taken over the most varied forms of philosophical thinking and has learned to use them for the expression of its own understanding of the world and of man. After initial suspicion, it has adapted itself to the scientific view of the world. It has continued to inspire incomparable variety and beauty in the fields of art and literature. No power on earth seems able to stay the cataract in which literally millions of Africans are surging into the Christian church every year; there seems no limit, other than the ocean, to the possibilities of this expansion. The Christian church has produced a phenomenon previously unknown in the history of mankind – a universal and worldwide religion. Jesus Christ has influenced human history far more deeply than any other human being of whom we have record. He is still hated, reviled, and despised by those to whom his gospel is as gall and wormwood; yet he is respected and indeed revered far beyond the limits of the fellowship to which his name has been given.


At one time history tended to be written in terms of movements, and for this there is much to be said. The lives and hopes and fears of multitudes of ordinary men and women are the very stuff of which history is made. But behind every movement we are likely to find one person (or at most a small group) and we shall not fully understand the movement until we have identified and explored the nature of the person. It is impossible fully to understand Marxism without some knowledge of the life and character and even of the eccentricities of Karl Marx. It is impossible to understand Christianity without considering Jesus Christ.


Who then was this Jesus of Nazareth? It is clear that he must have been a figure of more than Napoleonic power and originality. When one of the best of the liberal lives of the human Jesus, T.R. Glover’s Jesus of History,3 was selling in its thousands, one not unfriendly critic was heard to say, “He does seem to make our Lord a little commonplace” – and that is the one thing that we are never allowed to do.


When a person of eminence appears, no individual will be able to apprehend that person totally. One observer will see one aspect, another observer a different aspect; and even the collection of their observations will not give us the whole person. Lord Blake has written the best biography of Benjamin Disraeli to date.4 Yet we still have to go back to the old Monypenny and Buckle for many details; and it may be taken as certain that new perspectives will one day demand a new biography. But this is true not only of eminent persons. No one can ever know another individual completely. Even after many years of happy marriage, husband and wife may suddenly discover aspects of one another’s being of which, up till that moment, each had been wholly ignorant.


This being so, it is not surprising that, when that major force called Jesus of Nazareth struck human life, the fragments flew off in every direction. No single mind could encompass the whole, no single hand could draw the definitive portrait of him. Each took what he was able to grasp and recorded it in this way or in that; but each writer was sure that what was being recorded was not a matter of personal invention and creativity. A great deal of what was remembered, reported, and recorded is now irrecoverably lost to us. Some of the fragments were so far out to left or right that the church decided that they were more misleading than revealing and therefore did not merit preservation; in consequence they are known to us only through quotations in other writers, and not infrequently in the testimony of those who detested them. What we have in the New Testament is a collection of those fragments of memory and interpretation that seemed to the church to reflect Jesus as he was, and to carry with them the authentic echo of his voice. We may regret that we have no more; we may feel that at certain points the judgment of the church was at fault, both in what it retained and in what it rejected. But this is the material with which we have to work, and we must make the best of it.


When we recognize that something like this happened in the first century, certain lines of critical approach to the material, as distinct from the mere rearrangement of it, may suggest themselves to us. It may prove useful to take each of the fragments in turn, and to consider what it has to tell us of the response of men to Jesus of Nazareth. Some fragments will prove more congenial than others to the mind of the investigator; but we shall do well not to start with the assumption that there is one “right” interpretation to the exclusion of all others, and so stray into the error, condemned by every careful scholar, of selection on the basis of presuppositions formed independently of the study of the material. Only at the end, when all the material has been surveyed, shall we attempt a synthesis: What are the features common to the various fragments? Do they together present a clear picture of Jesus as he was? Do they depict one who was capable of initiating such a movement as the Christian movement over nineteen centuries has proved itself capable of becoming? Reversing the order of the New Testament, in which the Gospels stand first, our study of Jesus himself will come in the last chapter of this book, as an attempt to see that unity from which all the many interpretations found in the New Testament have moved out on their separate courses.


If this procedure is followed, three methods of approach suggest themselves as possible. The first method, a difficult one, is that of attempting to identify the different traditions that grew up in the various centers of Christian teaching. There is no reason to doubt that such differences did grow up. Shortly after the middle of the first century the great Christian centers were Jerusalem, Antioch, Ephesus, Alexandria, and Rome. Which particular emphasis found a place in the life of this community or of that would depend on a variety of circumstances: the interests of the first teacher or group of teachers and their experience of the Christian life, the pre-Christian background of the community, the proportion of Jews and Gentiles in the fellowship, and the ease of communication and exchange of ideas with other centers. What makes this approach peculiarly difficult is that few of the New Testament writings can be attached with certainty to one center rather than to another. It has generally been supposed that the “captivity” Epistles of Paul were written from Rome. But recently a number of critics have associated them with a supposed captivity of Paul in Ephesus,5 others with the period of his imprisonment in Caesarea. Ancient tradition, accepted by many scholars today, maintained that the Gospel according to John had its origin in Ephesus. But it can hardly be maintained that this Gospel represents an especially “Ephesian” interpretation of the life of Jesus. Moreover, as we shall have occasion to note in other connections, there was far more coming and going among the Christian groups than is always allowed for, and therefore not many “pure” traditions. There were, of course, some small and isolated fellowships, largely untouched by the crosscurrents of ideas and influences, but the great churches were not among them.


The study of traditions – of their origins and the causes that led to their growth and development – is legitimate and in certain cases may prove useful. It is too uncertain and hypothetical, however, to serve as the basis for a general survey of New Testament theology.


A more useful approach may be that of considering widening circles of response to the original event. Certain periods can be seen as determined by response to what had happened in an earlier period, and as themselves preparing the way for a different kind of response in the period that was to follow. In the development of the New Testament we can identify fairly clearly five periods of response.


There was, first, the response of the earliest disciples and of others to the message proclaimed by Jesus of Nazareth. If Jesus himself wrote anything, it has not been preserved; and, as far as we know, nothing was written down by others at that time. We are therefore wholly dependent for this period on later sources; we can do our best to work backward from the response of later times to what this response may originally have been.


Then followed, after the Resurrection, the period of oral tradition, in which the expectation of the Lord’s immediate return was so vivid that it did not seem worthwhile to write anything down. This lasted for roughly twenty years, from A.D. 29 to 49. No document has come down to us entire from that period, though we know with some certainty of documents existing at that time; and, by careful use of later writings, we can discern with a high degree of probability the kind of things that were happening in that versatile and creative period in the life of the church.


Next comes the period of the Epistles, which again lasted roughly twenty years, from A.D. 49 to 69. Here the lion’s share falls to Saul of Tarsus, commonly called Paul; but it is probable that other letters in the collection also belong to this period. Here we are in immediate touch with living history. Some of these letters we can date to the year, almost to the month, in which they were written. They are tingling with life and grow out of human situations, the exact nature of which we cannot always apprehend because we have too little knowledge of the background. But from these letters we can see what early Christians believed, what they found it difficult to believe, and at what points they were in danger of falling away into aberration. This is a new development of response. What had been fluid, at times almost chaotic, in the period of oral tradition is just beginning to harden into the shape of accepted doctrine. But the Christians had as yet no sacred book other than the Old Testament. The last thing that the writers thought of in connection with these often hurriedly written letters was permanence; they were written for an immediate purpose, and once that purpose was fulfilled they might be expected to disappear. It was only through a series of accidents that some of them were preserved to become in due course Holy Scripture.


Following the period of the Epistles, and in part overlapping it, comes the period of Gospel-writing. It had now become clear that the Lord might not return as soon as the earliest believers had confidently expected that he would. The first generation was rapidly dying out. To the new generation Jesus of Nazareth was only a name, a name into which content had to be put by the preservation of his words and deeds in written form. It seems that, as the churches became more settled and better organized, recitation from memory of the words and deeds of Jesus had become part of Christian worship; but aberration in memory and consequent divergence in teaching could be better guarded against if the record were preserved in written form. For a variety of reasons and in different places, four writers whom we call the Evangelists decided to set down in ordered form what a later writer, Justin Martyr (A.D. 100 to 165), called the “Memorabilia” of Jesus Christ. This period of response is marked by a new attention to what Jesus said and did, as a prelude to the central teachings concerning his death and Resurrection.


The final period, say A.D. 80 to 100, also overlaps that which preceded it and is reflected in some of the latest books of the New Testament, such as the pastoral Epistles and 2 Peter. Faith had by now become more formal than in earlier times, less enthusiastic but better regulated. The church was conscious of itself as a society, still threatened indeed by a great many dangers from external forces and from within, but consolidated and confident in its own future.


There are no absolute ends or beginnings in history but rather a process of continuous change. Some would maintain that in this fifth period of response we have already moved out of the apostolic into the subapostolic age, from the period of adventurous faith to that of conventional faith, and that we should group together with these latest books of the New Testament such works as the First Epistle of Clement and the letters of Ignatius, works which belong to the same period of development and throw some light on the transition that took place between the first and second centuries. For purposes of study there is a good deal to be said in favor of not interpreting too narrowly the idea of a canon of the New Testament, and of admitting a continuity that certainly existed.


A third method, and the one that has been most widely followed in recent years, is that of taking together certain groups of writings and elucidating their theology as central to the New Testament. The two groups that most readily suggest themselves are the Epistles of Paul, though there is not complete agreement as to which Epistles can rightly be reckoned as Pauline, and the Johannine writings, taking together at least the Gospel and the First Epistle. These two groups form so large a part of the New Testament, and are so crucial in the development of Christian thinking, that some recent continental works on the theology of the New Testament are in reality little more than dissertations on Pauline and Johannine theology;6 a standard of orthodoxy has been set up that tends to treat other parts of the New Testament as secondary or marginal. But this will not do. The New Testament is the record of a complex and intricate process, and a true picture can be drawn only if careful attention is directed to every part of the process. There are, in fact, other groupings that we shall do well not to neglect.


In addition to the Pauline group of ten letters and the Johannine writings we must take into account the persistence of the Jewish influence as seen in the Gospel of Matthew, together with the books that are most closely related to it in spirit – the Epistle of James, the Epistle to the Hebrews, and the Revelation of John. We must also consider the more specifically Gentile point of view, as seen in the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles, two books that stand closely together and apart from the rest of the New Testament. With the Gospel of Mark we shall take the First Epistle of Peter, for reasons that should become clear in due course as we look at the two texts in some detail. This leaves us with an appendix of five later books – the pastoral Epistles, 2 Peter, and Jude – all of which seem to belong to what was described as the final period of response.


The method to be followed in this book is a combination of the last two of these three methods. After a chapter in which we consider the life of the earliest Christians before they had any Christian literature at all, we go on to consider each of the major groups in turn; as we examine each of them, the main concern will be to determine the nature of the response to the gospel to which the writings give expression.


History and theology will be kept closely in touch with one another. History deals with people in their thoughts and ideals, their experiences and sufferings, the way they lived, the background against which they have to be seen, the way in which they helped to create new worlds out of old. But theology also deals with people, and if it is treated merely as a study and classification of ideas, it becomes desiccated and loses touch with life. The two disciplines are not the same. History deals with life in all the rich complexity of its detail and its unpredictability. Theology attempts to see patterns and to reduce the chaos of history to some kind of order. But much harm has been done to the study of both through the separation that has grown up between them. Very few theologians have had any training in the study or writing of history. Very few historians have turned to the study of theology. And so the dichotomy has arisen: theology has all too often been written as though it was something that grew by some spontaneous and purely intellectual process, and not directly out of the hopes and fears of men; history has been presented as a mere record of external events, without reference to any inner dynamic by which they may be controlled. We shall succeed in our enterprise only to the extent that we are able to hold the two together.


Two points remain to be considered before we turn to the New Testament itself. The first is the shortness of the period with which we are dealing. There is no convincing proof that any book of the New Testament was written later than the noncanonical First Epistle of Clement, which we can date with some confidence in the year A.D. 96. But even if we hold, as some scholars do, that some books belong to a later period, at least the greater part of our New Testament was already in existence before the first century closed. This means that a period of roughly seventy years elapsed between the beginning of the ministry of Jesus and the close of the New Testament period. So Jairus’ daughter, if she survived so long, was about eighty years old when the period ended, and the young man who fled naked from the Roman soldiers (Mark 14:51) was five or six years older. The expectation of life was low in the Roman world, but this was largely due to enormous infant mortality; any child who managed to survive up to the age of five had a life expectancy not so very different from that of the modern world, and a considerable number of the survivors lived to a ripe old age. The early church seems to have laid more stress on the witness of the Spirit than on the actual testimony of eyewitnesses.7 Yet the presence, right up to the end of the New Testament period, of a number of persons who had themselves seen and heard Jesus must have exercised a measure of control on the development of the diverse traditions.


I find it natural to stress this point, since in Kenya, where the first draft of this chapter was written, we are still as it were in our New Testament period. Everything has happened so quickly. The first Anglican baptism in the Nyanza province took place in 1909, sixty- six years ago. This means that a lady who is now eighty can remember quite clearly the days before the coming of the white man, and the manner of life of her people before Western influences began to play on them. Only in rare cases can people of that age give a coherent and ordered account of affairs; their exposition is disjointed, repetitive, and at times confused. But they really do remember things that actually happened, and their evidence, rightly interpreted, is of inestimable value. One of the major tasks of departments of history in African universities is the collection and recording of oral history before it is lost through the death of the last survivors from that period. When we speak of the period of oral tradition in a biblical context we usually mean that early time before the New Testament books were written. It is important not to forget that the whole of the first century was a period of oral tradition. Just what part that tradition played in fashioning the life of the church it is not altogether easy to say; there can be no doubt that it was there, just as it is there in the life of a “younger church” today.


The second point I would make in closing this chapter has to do with what may be anticipated in the last chapter. When we come to the end, we must come back to the beginning. In the intervening chapters we shall have been studying results; at the end we must come back to causes. Every theology of the New Testament must be a theology of Jesus – or it is nothing at all:


Two comments have been made so often that they have tended to be accepted as canonical and unquestionable. The first is that the writers of the New Testament were not interested in history. The second is that we cannot get beyond the faith of the early disciples; that is the earliest point our inquiries into the past can reach.


That the writers of the New Testament were not interested in history is in a measure true. They were not interested in annals. Most of them showed a regrettable disregard of precise chronology, so much so that we cannot tell for certain in what year Jesus was born or in what year he died. We do not know when Saul of Tarsus was born or in what year he was converted to the Christian faith; we have to reconstruct the events of his life as best we can from fragmentary indications. The writers do not always make sure that their quotations from the Old Testament are correct, or attribute them to the writers who really wrote them.


All this we shall allow. On the other hand it would be far truer to say that the only thing in which the writers of the New Testament were interested was history. History deals not with general ideas, but with the unpredictable, the unique, and the irreversible. The church never lost the sense of its origins, which were in a series of identifiable historical happenings. The earliest Christian confession of faith, given to us by Paul in 1 Cor. 12:3, was “Jesus is Lord.” The human name “Jesus” takes us back to a particular series of events that took place in a country that can be located on the map, and in a time frame that can be fixed with considerable accuracy though not with absolute precision. God had acted “once for all” in one man who had lived at that particular place and time, and this action of God was something that could never be altered or withdrawn. Christian faith has never at any time allowed itself to be detached from the events connected with that particular Jew at that particular time. This became clearly evident in the conflict of the church with the great menace that came upon it just at the end of the New Testament period, the diverse systems called by the common name Gnosticism.8 Gnosticism offered a mythical redeemer who, somewhere, somehow, had appeared out of space upon earth; Christian faith countered this with the doctrine of a human and historical Savior. Gnosticism became more and more a series of ideas and mystifications; the church met this with the recitation of historical facts, as these are found in the Creeds, including the words “crucified under Pontius Pilate.” Christianity is not a religion of ideas but of happenings – happenings in history.


Moreover, the human name “Jesus” (= Joshua, Savior) is a Jewish name and brings us immediately into contact with the whole story of the Jewish people as this is recorded for us in the Old Testament. The story of Jesus is not isolated; it stands in the historic succession of the prophets of Israel. The Jews were perhaps the first people to write history, and they did so four centuries earlier than the Greeks. Theirs was the only religion that had found a way of escape from the twin dangers of endless repetition and mere successiveness, through the concept of a purpose in history that had a beginning and looked forward to an end. History was bred into the blood and bones of every Jew, and Jesus of Nazareth was no exception. If we are believers, we have been caught up into a pageant of history that began with Abraham and has lasted up to the present day: our God is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are our ancestors.


It is also true in a sense that it is impossible to get beyond the faith of the earliest disciples. From the hand of Jesus we have nothing. Everything that we have is the work of devout believers in him. One of the evidences for the reliability of the Gospels is that they record so accurately the accusations made against Jesus by his enemies – “This man receives sinners and eats with them” (Luke 15:2) – but we have nothing actually written by those enemies. We do not possess the Roman protocol of the trial of Jesus of Nazareth before Pontius Pilate the governor. The historical references to Jesus Christ outside the New Testament are few and insignificant. The phenomenon that we have before us is the faith of the early believers. But to say that history cannot go beyond this and ask what it was that caused this faith is misleading. This is just what history is doing all the time – going beyond secondary evidences that are almost always partial, and to some extent distorted, in search of the undoctored incident that actually occurred. History cannot attain to the same measure of certainty as physical science; it can often establish a very strong probability. Every schoolboy knows, or knew fifty years ago, that Caesar’s Commentaries are a propagandist work, the aim of which is “to malign an opponent and to glorify himself”; this does not mean that we know nothing about Julius Caesar, or about the Gauls of whom his account is partial and in part inaccurate.


It would be good if those who aspire to write on the origins of Christianity had two years’ training in the parallel discipline of research into the origins of Buddhism. The resemblances between the two problems are in many ways remarkable. The Buddha himself, as far as we know, wrote nothing, but he set in motion a great wave of belief of which we have evidence in many directions. The traditions about him were carried in the memories of his disciples in many different forms. Eventually these were set down in writing. The difference is that believers in Jesus began to write within twenty years of his death, whereas probably four centuries had passed before the Tripitaka, the “three baskets,” of the Pali canon reached their present form. In Buddhism, as in Christianity, the phenomenon that immediately presents itself to us is the faith of the disciples. Undeterred by the obstacles present in a confused mass of traditions, historical science has pressed on beyond this phenomenon to ask what manner of man the Buddha was and what he actually taught, and it has achieved remarkable success. Hermann Oldenberg’s book, The Buddha, His Life, His Teaching, His Company, which was published in 1881, is a notable work of historical scholarship and has been reprinted again and again. Some critics might be inclined to say that Oldenberg is too much the captive of the Theravada or southern (Pali) tradition of Buddhism, at the expense of the Mahayana or northern (Sanskrit, Chinese) tradition. This is a matter of detail for the experts. What is significant is that Oldenberg has succeeded in producing a credible picture of Gautama Buddha as just the kind of man who might be expected to create just this kind of religious movement. He has placed him in history. He has enucleated from the traditions those elements that may reasonably be thought to go back to the founder himself. He has shown us a man, gracious, patient, considerate, serene, impress- ing on his movement its abiding character of serenity, deeply reverenced by his disciples, and actually having like the Johannine Jesus one beloved disciple.


If such an achievement is possible for historical science in a field in which the evidences are so much more difficult to handle than those that relate to Jesus of Nazareth, we are making no arrogant claim if we affirm that historical inquiry not merely can, but is bound to, press beyond the faith of the earliest disciples of Jesus to inquire what it was, or rather who it was, that brought that faith into being – and that in such an enterprise there is the prospect of at least limited success.


From my window in Nairobi I can see the shadow of a tree delicately etched upon the ground by the brilliant sunshine of tropical Africa. I cannot see the tree, since there is a blank wall in front of me. But I know my tree. It is always there when the sun shines, which of course on the equator is most of the time. I can trace the movement of the seasons by the way the shadow falls. I know the time of year at which it loses its leaves and renews them. I know just when it flowers, since I can see also the shadows of the sun-birds as they dart from twig to twig and delight in the delicate nectar with which my tree provides them. If a visitor were to remark, “You do not see the tree, and therefore you are really seeing nothing,” I would be inclined to reply with Browning’s Bishop Blougram, “My shade’s so much more potent than your flesh.”


The application of my parable is obvious. We cannot know Jesus Christ by direct observation. The lapse of historical time, if nothing else, makes that impossible. We have nothing written by his hand. We are dependent on the records and reports of others and can see him only through their eyes. Some have drawn from this the conclusion that we can know very little if indeed anything about him; they have tended to reduce him, in the striking phrase of Giovanni Miegge, to the mathematical point which has position but no magnitude. Some would go even further and say it matters very little whether we know anything about him or not: what matters is the “that,” that in Jesus Christ God encountered mankind, and not the “what,” the exact nature or content of the encounter. But this is not what the New Testament itself affirms and claims. Luke claims to be setting forth an orderly account “that you may know the truth concerning the things of which you have been informed” (Luke 1:4), and a Gospel follows. An old man, writing probably at the very end of the New Testament period, expresses his purpose thus: “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life … that which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you may have fellowship with us” (1 John 1:1, 3). The important thing was to know Christ. Those who had received this knowledge mediately through the testimony of others were not regarded as being in a position inferior to that of those who had seen with their eyes and touched with their hands; they were all one in the fellowship of an experience that was closely similar though not identical, and that experience took its origin from one man who had actually lived and died.


Anyone who sees the shadow of a tree but does not see the tree does not for that reason see nothing. It may be that in our study of New Testament theology we shall see only shadows of the Christ, but we shall not see nothing. That humble and devout scholar Robert H. Lightfoot ended his Bampton lectures, History and Interpretation in the Gospel (1934), with the words: “For all the inestimable value of the Gospels, they yield us little more than a whisper of his voice; we trace in them but the outskirts of his ways.” Lightfoot was dismayed by the misunderstanding that arose from these words. He had miscalculated in supposing that his readers would know the Book of Job as well as he knew it himself, and that they would complete the quotation for themselves. The words that he expected them to be able to supply were these: “The thunder of his power who can understand?” (Job 26:14).
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2

The Earliest Church







The church of Jesus Christ began, we are told, with a group of frightened men and women in an upper room in Jerusalem (Acts 1:12-14). They were all Jews, and they were all frightened – and not without reason.


We do well to learn as much as we can about this group, since they were the acorn out of which grew the stately oak that we see today. But it is not easy to come into direct contact with them. They have left no written record of their own. Our principal authority is the earlier chapters of the Acts of the Apostles, a work supposed to have been written by that Luke who had been a traveling companion of the apostle Paul. We shall have occasion to note from time to time the astonishing brilliance of Luke as a historian, and his accuracy in detail where this can be tested. But Luke was writing, in all probability, more than fifty years after the events he was describing. There were many people still living who could guide him with their recollections, especially if he was actually the Luke who had spent two years in Caesarea with Paul. Yet we cannot rule out the possibility that he is to some extent idealizing that primitive church, and presenting a portrait rather than aiming at exact photographic accuracy in every detail. So we shall treat Luke’s evidence with a certain amount of caution. We are able to check it at certain points from the references in the Epistles of Paul, who had contact from time to time with the church in Jerusalem. We can see those early days dimly through the researches of scholars who are trying to get behind the written documents of the New Testament to that period in which the earliest traditions of the church were taking shape.1 And we now know a great deal more than we ever knew before about Judaism in what we call the first century A.D. and about the life of the Jewish people in that period. It is against this background that we have to attempt to reconstruct the convictions of the earliest group of believers.


A critical study of such evidence as we have leads us to the conclusion that the Christian experience of this group can be summed up in three words: resurrection, Spirit, and reconciliation.


What distinguished the Christians from the other inhabitants of Jerusalem was their conviction that Jesus of Nazareth, who had been crucified by the authorities, was alive. The Resurrection was the burden of their proclamation in the earliest days.


We have been so much influenced by the Greek tradition, in which body and spirit appear as separate, and separable, constituents of human nature, that it is difficult for us to think ourselves back into the unitary Jewish concept of human nature. According to that view, man is alive only when what we call body and soul, or body and spirit, are united. If he has no body, he is a ghost, an inhabitant of Sheol, very much like those “strengthless heads of the dead” whom Odysseus saw in his pilgrimage to the netherworld. Very few Jews believed in the total extermination of a human being at death; perhaps even fewer believed in anything that could be called life on the other side of the grave. Those who, in the time of the Maccabean troubles (second century B.C.), came to believe in the new doctrine of resurrection seem to have thought that the faithful Jews who had died in the time of persecution would be called out of their graves to live again a physical life on earth in the kingdom of God.2


Some students of the New Testament have thought that the earliest Christians were content with the idea of a spiritual resurrection, but later, in the desire to reinforce their preaching, added the stories of the empty tomb and of those physical appearances of Jesus that are recorded in the Gospels. But this view involves a serious misunderstanding of the Old Testament, and an almost total disregard of the evidence that we have. Paul’s discussion of the Resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15 (the earliest written evidence for the Resurrection that we possess) will yield us clues of the greatest value. The whole burden of the Corinthians’ questions is this (v. 35): “Someone will ask, How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they come?” Paul takes it for granted that resurrection implies a body, and that, if the dead are raised at all, they will have what he calls, without explaining his words in detail, a spiritual body. And he defends this doctrine by analogy with the Resurrection of Jesus Christ; this he could not have done unless he believed that the Resurrection of the Lord was a total resurrection, in which the whole personality including the body was involved.


It was Christian preaching of the Resurrection that aroused the anger and hostility of the Jewish authorities. That some Jews should proclaim the absurdity that a man who was known to have been crucified and killed was still alive was bad enough. That they should go on to affirm that one whom the Jewish authorities had rejected and who had become accursed by being hanged on a tree (Gal. 3:13; Deut. 21:23) was in reality the chosen one of God, that his Resurrection was God’s vindication of his righteousness as against the baseless charges made by his accusers, and that he would come again to establish the kingdom of God on earth – all this was intolerable.


Unless the body of Jesus had been surreptitiously removed, as was suspected by some (Matt. 28:13),3 the Jews had in their hands the perfect instrument for putting a stop to the babbling of the Christian believers. All they had to do was to open the tomb in which Jesus had been buried and show his body in an advanced state of decay. There could have been no difficulty about identification. As recent discoveries have shown us, the skeleton of a crucified man is easily identifiable as such after nineteen centuries.4 If this had been done, it is likely that the believers in Jesus would have contrived to preach some doctrine of resurrection, but they could not have gone on preaching that doctrine of resurrection which all the evidence combines to show they did actually preach. There is no evidence that the Jewish authorities ever took this simple step to put an end to the Christian preaching. It is at least possible that they did not do so because they did not know where the body of Jesus was.


The second major doctrine proclaimed by the first Christians was that the Spirit of God had come to men in a new and universal fashion. Every good Jew knew about the Spirit as portrayed in the Old Testament. The Spirit was a manifest and exceptional power, which came upon specially selected people to enable them to do certain things that would be beyond the limits of unaided human capacity. This could be manifested as sheer spiritual strength, as in the case of Samson (Judg. 14:19; 15:14); it could be the power that enabled the prophet to say, “Thus saith the Lord” (Mic. 3:8); in Isa. 61:1-4, the claim of the anointed one that the Spirit of the Lord was upon him to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor comes near to the New Testament usage of the term. The Spirit could come and go; it could be fitful in its operations. But throughout the Old Testament this gift is one that is limited in its extent; God could take some of the Spirit that he had granted to Moses and distribute it among seventy of the elders of the people of Israel, with startling effects (Num. 11:16-30); but there is no suggestion that the desire of Moses that the Lord would put his Spirit upon all his people ever became a reality (Num. 11:29).


We may be inclined to think that the elegant speech recorded in Acts 2 represents not so much the extemporary utterance of Peter in a moment of great excitement as a condensation of innumerable Christian sermons, as these took shape in the experience of Christian living and through the minute study of the Old Testament Scriptures in the light of the revelation in Christ. But whether the speaker was Peter or another, the believers soon came to grasp the significance of the new dispensation, and found in the Old Testament the proof text that would guarantee the correctness of their understanding. The prophet Joel had foretold in the name of the Lord, “I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh” (Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17).5 On the basis of this and other prophecies some of the Jewish interpreters had declared that one of the signs of the messianic age would be the universal distribution of the Spirit. To the early Christians it was self-evident that this was what had occurred; the prophecy had been fulfilled.


It is not easy to determine exactly what happened on the first day of Pentecost after the death of Jesus, for knowledge of which we are wholly dependent on Luke and the narrative of Acts 2. Luke, as is his way, has painted a highly artistic picture in which the events of that day are represented as the reversal of the curse of Babel in Genesis (11:1-9). There the false unity that man had attempted to engineer through his own ingenuity had been condemned by God, and had ended in frustration and misunderstanding. Now had come the true unity of all men, planned and intended by God. Luke is careful to arrange the representatives of the nations under the three Old Testament groups of the sons of Noah – Shem, Ham, and Japheth – in order to emphasize the universality of the gift of the Spirit on this occasion (see Gen. 10:1 ff.). The traditional interpretation has been that the apostles were then given the power to speak in many diverse languages in order that the gospel of Jesus might go out into all the world. This is reflected in the Proper Preface for Whitsunday in the Anglican Book of Common Prayer: “giving them both the gift of diverse languages, and also boldness with fervent zeal constantly to preach the Gospel unto all nations.” But in point of fact those who came from all these geographical areas would speak or understand one or more of three languages – Latin, Greek, and Aramaic; if the disjointed utterances of the apostles had been expressed in these three languages, almost all of those present would have been able to understand something of what was being said.


Details are perplexing. The central argument is clear. The conviction that runs through the whole New Testament, and not merely through the Acts of the Apostles, is that the promise of the messianic age has been fulfilled; all who by faith in Jesus Christ have entered into that new age have received the Spirit, who is now known as the Spirit of the living Christ. To be a Christian is to have received the Spirit. Moreover, that gift is not a presence that may come and go, like the Spirit that came intermittently on Samson and then again left him; it is a permanent reality by which the life of the believer is at every point conditioned.6 Of the many gifts ascribed in the Old Testament to the Spirit, those most stressed in the early church were understanding and power (e.g., Isa. 11:2). The believer was now in a position to understand the whole counsel of God, including the mystery of that Providence that had permitted the death of the Messiah at the hands of the chosen people. To be an inhabitant of a new world demanded a new manner of living, the pattern of which had been seen in the life of Jesus Christ; the believers discovered in themselves a mysterious power that made it possible for them to live this new life – including the willingness to die – and they identified this power with the Spirit.


This is not to say that all this was evident to the believers in the first days and weeks after the Resurrection. All theology is a matter of slow growth; the church does certain things, and then retrospectively discovers the reasons for doing them. What experience of the Spirit meant to the earliest Christian believers has to some extent to be inferred from the rest of the New Testament. But when Paul and John and later writers set forth the nature of life in the Spirit, they claim not to be adding anything new but to be expounding and elucidating that which had been accepted and believed from the beginning, and in favor of which no special argument needed to be adduced.


The third pillar of the faith, reconciliation, is slightly less easy to identify in the earliest traditions. The early Christians continued to attend the temple, in which the offering of the lamb daily in the morning and “between the two evenings” continued for another thirty years. They seem not yet to have affirmed that, since the perfect sacrifice had been offered, all other sacrifices, including the daily reminder of God’s covenant with his people, had been reduced to insignificance. The traditions of the church, as we find them reflected in the earliest Christian worship, drew more on the synagogue than on the temple. Here was the regular round of Scripture-reading, exposition, and prayer, and these were combined with certain specifically Christian elements. But Jesus himself had added a new dimension of intimacy to the old tradition of worship. He addressed God as Abba, “Father,” and this our best authorities tell us was something new in the Jewish approach to God. He bade his disciples address God in the same way. The Jewish religion, as it existed in the first century A.D., was one of barriers and of exclusion.7 As the Epistle to the Hebrews reminds us (7:11-14), since Jesus belonged to the tribe of Judah and not to the tribe of Levi he would have had no access at all to the earthly sanctuary. But this made no difference at all to his approach to God; he passed always as through an open door. The believer knew from experience that his fellowship with Jesus was unbroken, and therefore for him the direct approach to God “through Jesus Christ our Lord” became the determining reality of life. Jesus was reported as having spoken, at the Last Supper, of a covenant, or a new covenant, in his blood. Long before the Epistle to the Hebrews was written, devout believers must have discovered that covenant in Jeremiah 31, where it is written, “They shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more” (v. 34). Forgiveness comes to be one of the great words in the Christian proclamation.


There were Christians in places other than Jerusalem. In Galilee there must have been many who had been witnesses of the ministry of Jesus and had believed. But Jerusalem was the center of the civic as well as the religious life of the Jews; as the environment of the early Christians, it played so important a part that some attention must be paid to the city and to its life.


I had long tried to work out what the population of Jerusalem might have been in the days of Jesus, and, on the basis of the slender evidence available to me, had reached the figure of thirty thousand as being at least probable. Since then Joachim Jeremias has confirmed my estimate on the basis of far more extensive learning.8 This means that the Jerusalem of those days would rank today as a fair-sized town; and as ancient cities were always, like the old City of London, close-packed and crowded, no one would live far from the center of affairs or far beyond the sound of the temple trumpets.


Although isolated on its hills from the main highways, Jerusalem was a cosmopolitan town. Here were the palaces of the Herods, unoccupied for the greater part of the year, but bringing in from time to time with the multitude of servants and retainers a strong breath of another and non-Jewish world. These Herods were an international family, some of whom maintained intimate relations with the ruling family in Rome (one of them had actually been for a number of years a hostage there) and spoke Greek among themselves.9 The Roman colonial power, with a tact that might have been more extensively used, had arranged that Caesarea and not Jerusalem should be the ordinary residence of the governor. But the Antonia Tower was in Jerusalem, and Roman soldiers, who were not likely at that stage of imperial history to be Italian in origin, were part of the life of the city. It would seem hardly possible for anyone living in Jerusalem to be wholly ignorant of Greek. But even in a cosmopolitan community it is possible for certain people, on aristocratic or sectarian grounds, to keep themselves separate from the life that is going on around them. Certain Europeans, after fifty years of residence in Kenya, boast that they do not know a single word of Swahili, the lingua franca. In the same way, some of the more fanatical Jewish sects may have cut themselves off from the life around them and limited themselves to Hebrew and one of the Aramaic dialects. But this must not be regarded as typical. Many of the early Christians were Galileans, whose attitude to the outside world was more open than that of Judean tradition. The Acts of the Apostles tells us (chapter 6) that a number of the believers belonged to the Diaspora groups which spoke Greek at home, and to which Hebrew was a foreign and largely incomprehensible language.


Jerusalem was a city actively engaged in trade and therefore directly aware of the wider world outside Palestine. But what kept it constantly in touch with the whole of the ancient world was the fact of pilgrimage. According to the Jewish Law all the males of the people of Israel were to present themselves before the Lord three times a year at the great annual festivals (Deut. 16:16). Once Israel had become settled in the land of promise it became plain that this command could not be fulfilled by every adult male in the population. But the practice of pilgrimage never died out, and the New Testament is not our only evidence that in the time of Jesus and later it played a considerable part in the life of the Jews, as it has in the life of the Muslims since the days of the prophet Muhammad. The majority of the pilgrims no doubt came from the land of Palestine, but Simon of Cyrene was far from being the only pious Jew who had made the long journey at least once in a lifetime in order to present himself to the Lord of hosts in his sanctuary (Ps. 84:5-7).


For many years I had wondered whether it was possible to determine the number of pilgrims who assembled every year, or three times a year, in the Holy City. As far as I know, the only evidence in ancient literature comes from the Jewish historian Josephus (A.D. c. 37-c. 100), who reckons the number of those sharing in the Passover meal at 2.7 million.10 This is obviously absurd. Our debt to Josephus is great, since without his Histories we would know little of the Herods or of that calamitous war against the Romans in which Jerusalem was destroyed and burned. But this statement should serve as a warning as to the critical care that we have to exercise before accepting anything that Josephus tells us. It is reckoned that at the great Kumbh Mela, observed once every twelve years in India at the junction of the Ganges and the Jumna, sometimes a million pilgrims assemble, to the great distress of the police who are always anxious about the spread of epidemics. The area of the Kumbh Mela, however, is the vast sandy expanse exposed when the waters of the rivers have fallen to their lowest level. The rocky heights of Judea, with their inhospitable crags and declivities, are as different as could well be imagined from the plains of India. Josephus was using a reckless imagination rather than the sober caution of the historian.


Working on slender evidence, I had come to the conclusion that, when the flood of pilgrims was at its highest, the population of Jerusalem might treble, and that this would be likely to occur at the annual celebration of the Passover. Thus an influx of more than sixty thousand pilgrims at any one time would not be expected. Professor Jeremías puts the figure considerably higher, but recognizes that his is a maximum estimate.


Clearly this fact of pilgrimage was of the greatest importance for the early Christians, although, being generally taken for granted, it is hardly referred to in our sources. The picture of the Jerusalem church as an isolated group, almost completely out of touch with the Gentile world, does not correspond to the facts. The real picture of that first century is one of ceaseless coming and going between all parts of the Roman Empire, which stretched from Britain to the Euphrates and Tigris, and of an intricately interwoven network of relationships. Luke gives us an account of one day of Pentecost, but there were thirty-seven other days of Pentecost before the outbreak of the Jewish war brought pilgrimage to an end.


Accurate calculation is impossible. But if we take it that on an average no more than sixty thousand persons came to Jerusalem each year, of whom two-thirds were inhabitants of Palestine, and that each of those who came from outside Palestine made the pilgrimage on an average twice, we find that every year a minimum of ten thousand strangers made their appearance in Jerusalem, for a total of three hundred and seventy thousand in the years between the death of Jesus and the outbreak of the war. Almost all of these would have heard something of the new messianic movement in Israel, though the majority probably remained skeptical or uninterested. But some at least are likely to have gone back to their distant homes as believers in Jesus. Others may have come to Jerusalem as believers, to renew their faith at the original source of inspiration. The leaders of the Jerusalem church, so far from being an isolated body, were in constant and living touch with every part of the Roman Empire and with all the main centers in which the Christian faith had taken root.


Internally the Judaism of the days of the apostles was far from being as rigidly monolithic as accounts of it have often implied. It was in fact a forum of vivid and lively discussion, and many and varying points of view could be maintained within the overarching unity of the Jewish faith.


Best known of all the Jewish sects at the time of Jesus11 are, naturally, the Pharisees – through the not very favorable picture of them familiar to everyone from the Gospels. It is possible that at one time the Pharisees had hoped to capture the prophetic zeal of Jesus of Nazareth for their own movement. Disappointed in this expectation, they had turned against him; yet there was much in the austere earnestness of their understanding of the Law, as well as their belief in the resurrection of the faithful, that might have led them into sympathy with the comparable earnestness of the new faith.12


It was less likely that the Christian cause would find sympathy in the ruling and priestly caste of the Sadducees. This was the group that was bound to experience profound anxiety as to the possible political repercussions of the new movement. The modern reader is not likely to find much that is attractive in the picture of the cool, calculating, worldly-minded Sadducee, or in the foxlike prudence and cunning of Caiaphas (John 11:49-50). Yet these conservatives, with their rejection of what they regarded as later and apocryphal additions to the ancient Law, could put in a good claim to being the true Israelites, the only trustworthy supporters of the traditions of the fathers.


Our awareness of the breadth of the possibilities that lay before a pious Jew in the days of the apostles has been considerably extended by the discoveries at Qumran of what are commonly called the Dead Sea Scrolls. If the members of the monastic community at Qumran were in fact Essenes, we now know a great deal more about the Essene tradition than we did before. Living not very far from Jerusalem, this monastic and ascetic group, with its own rigid rules of order and discipline and a highly independent attitude toward the Old Testament, had hardly been known until the new flood of discoveries began in 1947. Certain early hopes that the new documents would brightly illuminate the rise and early history of Christianity have not been fulfilled. We have indeed learned that even the strictly traditional Judaism of Jerusalem was much less impervious to Hellenistic influences than we had supposed – some of the phrases in the Fourth Gospel that had been regarded by scholars as unmistakably Hellenistic have now been found in the Dead Sea Scrolls. It is possible that John the Baptist had to some extent come under Essene influences before he began his independent ministry; but this is no more than a possibility. There is a remote possibility that Jesus of Nazareth at some stage of his career had some contact with the Qumran group, but the differences between his convictions and theirs are so great that it is impossible to demonstrate any deep influence of the Essene movement upon him.


Then there were the Hellenists. In the sober words of Bishop A.C. Headlam,13 Judaism had need of Hellenism, and this need was met in the days of Jesus by the influence of the Herods. This does not mean that all Hellenists among the Jews in Palestine were “Herodians” in the sense in which that term is used in the Gospels. But the Hellenistic Jews spoke Greek among themselves, almost certainly read the Old Testament in Greek in their synagogues, and could be relied on to take a less rigid view of the traditions of the men of old time than that held by their brethren who lived their lives mainly in the Aramaic-speaking world.


All, or almost all, these varieties of Jewish faith and practice were to be found also among the early Christians. There were undoubtedly some who had simply added belief in Jesus as Messiah to their strict Jewish faith. It was to them inconceivable that any jot or tittle of the Law should fall to the ground. Salvation was from the Jews (John 4:22), and within the walls of the Jewish faith it must forever remain.


The majority of Christian Jews seem to have accepted the permanent validity of the covenant made by God with Abraham and Moses, but to have been more aware than their conservative brethren of the difference that the acceptance of the Christian message had made to their ancestral traditions. The special gatherings of the Christians for worship came to mean more to them than the temple ritual; “Christ our paschal lamb” (1 Cor. 5:7) came to be more significant than the actual lamb of the Passover festival. The earliest Christians were all connected by birth or personal adherence with the Law of Moses and with the life of the Jewish community, and the question of the admission of Gentiles to the church did not immediately arise; but it was likely that, when the time came, the Gentile applicant would get a better hearing from the less rigidly traditional group than from those who held that every item in the long catalogue of the Laws of Moses was binding on every single believer.14


It is not surprising that Hellenists were to be found also among the Christian believers. Some among those Jews who had returned to Jerusalem from the Diaspora, the scattered world of Jews in the Roman Empire, were among the earliest hearers of the gospel. Those who are familiar with the problems of a multilingual church today will find nothing strange in the account given in Acts 6 of the dispute between the Jews who spoke Aramaic and those who spoke Greek, and the very sensible arrangements made by the church to avoid friction and dissension in the future. Luke, with his usual minute care in the use of titles, nowhere uses the term “deacon” in connection with the newly appointed officers; but such secular functions as they were appointed to carry out present themselves, at an early stage of development in every church, as a necessary part of Christian organization.


And then there is Stephen. His name is Greek, and he is presented as belonging to the Greek-speaking faction. But he seems also to have been able to speak fluent Aramaic, and there is no single trait in what we are told of his teaching that can be specifically described as Hellenistic. He is by all accounts a perplexing figure. What in the world is the intention of Luke in introducing Stephen, and devoting to him so much of his precious space? Various answers have been given.


Some interpreters have seen in Stephen the great forerunner of Paul. Professor William Manson, among others, has made out a carefully argued but not altogether convincing case for seeing a connection between Stephen’s teaching and that of the Epistle to the Hebrews.15 A wide range of other suggestions has been made.


The great classical scholar and poet A.E. Housman was once heard to remark that Stephen, having made the worst speech on record (Acts 7), was then very deservedly stoned to death. Many readers may have shared this view, though they may not have been inclined to express it so irreverently.


Stephen’s speech seems to be no more than a boring summary of Old Testament history. But here again we do well to take warning from Luke’s subtle and unemphatic way of writing history; he never tells you what he is doing, and he sometimes hides in a parenthesis what he regards as really important. A careful reading of Stephen’s speech shows that he was making three points, each of which represented an essential element in his defense. The orthodox Jews attached immense importance to the land, the revelation (or the messenger), and the temple. Stephen shows conclusively that the most important revelations had been given outside and not within the limits of the Holy Land; that the Jews had always rejected and persecuted the messengers sent to them, even Moses, the greatest of them all; and that the temple was an afterthought, which God was inclined to despise as soon as it had been built. The speech shows itself, on investigation, to be a brilliant piece of theological argument. Luke, writing fifty years later, must either have had good sources on which to draw, or have been gifted with an almost unparalleled inventive capacity.


Marcel Simon16 thinks it more than probable that there were groups in Jerusalem that looked back (like the writer to the Hebrews) to the tabernacle rather than to the temple, and found the golden age of Israel in the wilderness period rather than in the time of either David or Solomon. Such groups might well have been readily attracted to the Christian fellowship. A more recent investigator, Martin Scharlemann, is inclined to link Stephen with the Samaritans, who had their rival temple on Mount Gerizim and among whom Christian work was to start immediately after the martyrdom of Stephen.17 This, if it could be demonstrated, would be extremely interesting. Both Luke and the writer of the Fourth Gospel show special interest in, and indeed partiality for, the Samaritans. The theology of that strange people, the descendants of whom still exist at Nablus, is gradually emerging from the mists of the centuries,18 and we find them not to have been a band of almost illiterate sectaries but a thoughtful people, with their own understanding of the Law and a profound devotion to the traditions as they had received them. In view of the intense bitterness that characterized Jewish relations with the Samaritans (John 4:9) any suggestion of Samaritan influence or sympathies within the holy people of God would be quite sufficient to account for the violence of the accusations made against Stephen, and, together with the vigor of his counterattack, for the precipitate and illegal execution that was its consequence.


We do well not to forget the remarkable variety of elements out of which the earliest Christian communities were being built up. But on one point they were all unanimous – the major home industry of the early Christians was combing the Old Testament in search of passages that could be christologically interpreted. It is possible that within the New Testament period itself a beginning was made with the collections of these testimonies into a single volume.19 Finding references in a parchment or papyrus roll is always a tedious process; how much more convenient to have all the relevant passages collected and ready to hand for use in controversy with the Jews. In the appeal to Old Testament Scripture there was no difference between the Jewish churches and those of Gentile origin.


Some stress has to be laid on this point, since a rather different view of early Christian history has been put forward and is still held in some parts of the Christian world. It is believed that there were in existence very early, pre-Pauline groups of Gentile believers who had developed their theology largely in independence of the old tradition, and in a much closer relationship to the ideas and beliefs of their non-Christian neighbors.20


Kyrios, “Lord,” was a title commonly used in the Hellenistic world for deities of various kinds, though it is doubtful if any of the occurrences of the term in extant texts is actually earlier in date than the New Testament documents. (We may note, however, that Paul does refer in 1 Cor. 8:5 to many gods and many lords.) Gentile Christians who made the confession “Jesus is Lord” may have used the words in a sense rather different from that attributed to them by their Jewish brethren. Moreover, many of these Hellenistic gods were dying and rising gods – gods who died with the onset of winter and rose again with the coming of spring. J.G. Frazer in his first great work, Adonis, Attis, Osiris (1890), collected many of these myths and put them together in most attractive form. Would it not be likely that these Gentile Christians, surrounded by this world of thought and imagery, would insert Jesus into the category of such dying and rising gods and interpret their faith in him and their participation in his risen life in terms and thought-forms derived from these mystery religions? The parallels are close enough to lend plausibility to this point of view.


There are, however, also grave objections. In the first place, no instance can be quoted, from the literature of the times, of the application of the idea of a dying and rising god to a known historical figure.21 If the believers did put Jesus among the gods of the mystery religions, they were not following a well-established pattern but were doing something no one had ever done before. It is not impossible that they did so; but it must be judged unlikely.


Secondly, the use of terms derived from one world of ideas does not necessarily imply acceptance of those ideas. The mystery religions certainly existed, and became increasingly popular in the second century of our era. They were remarkably successful in keeping their secrets from the ears of the uninitiated, so much so that we can only conjecture what those secrets actually were. But no doubt words used in that connection had become widely known, and some may have passed into common currency. Christians in Mediterranean cities would almost certainly have picked up some of these phrases, just as today we readily speak of “escalation” or of “being with it” without necessarily being aware that these are recent additions to our language, and without knowledge of the sources from which they are derived. The use of a “mystery” term does not necessarily mean that Christians learned the term from a “mystery” source, still less that the term would have the same significance for a Christian as for the initiate in one of the mystery cults. At a rather later date (Justin Martyr, A.D. c. 150) “enlightenment” has become almost a technical term for baptism. Light plays a very important part in mystery and Gnostic writings. Yet it is at least possible that it came into Christian language by way of “light” sayings in the Old Testament – as for instance Ps. 36:9, “in thy light we are bathed with light” (NEB) – rather than borrowed from a “mystery” source.


The strongest argument of all against the influence of the mystery religions is that there is no direct evidence for the existence of such Gentile and Hellenistic churches, developing on their own and with little or no contact with the Jewish and Jerusalem tradition. All the evidence that we have points in exactly the opposite direction; what we know of Gentile churches suggests that they too had an almost excessive regard for the Old Testament, and shared with their Jewish Christian brethren the interest in finding foreshadowings of the new revelation in the old.


We have, in point of fact, a remarkably clear picture of a Gentile church in the later chapters of the Epistle to the Romans. It is probable that there were some Jewish Christians in Rome,22 but their number is likely to have been small. Paul throughout addresses the Roman Christians as Gentiles (1:13; 11:13; etc.) and assumes that their point of view will be determined by their background. Here, just as in any other Epistle, he bases his argument on the Old Testament and assumes that his readers will have sufficient knowledge of the Jewish Scriptures to enable them to pick up his allusions and to follow the course of his argument. We have no trace anywhere of any early Christian congregation of which the same would not be true.


There were, of course, differences between Palestine and the rest of the Mediterranean world. Jerusalem Christians tended to think of Jesus as the one who had gone away into heaven and would one day come again to rejoin the friends who had not forgotten him, whereas the Gentile Christians experienced more vividly the presence of the risen Christ through the Holy Spirit in their assemblies. But for this there is surely a natural explanation: those who had seen Jesus in the flesh and now saw him no more would think of him in one way; those who had never seen him and had received only the charismatic experience of the Spirit would think of him in another way. But Jewish Christians were not unaware of the continuing presence of Jesus in their midst, and Gentile Christians shared with their Jewish friends the expectation of the return of Christ in glory. Of this close connection between the two nothing is more striking than the adoption by Gentile Christians of some of the Aramaic phrases that were current in the Palestinian churches. The Romans said Abba when they prayed (Rom. 8:15). The Corinthians seem to have opened their Eucharistic worship with the phrase Maranatha, “our Lord, come,” just as Syriac-speaking Christians today are bidden in their liturgy, Stomen Kalos, “let us stand in order due,” though none of them knows a single word of Greek. Incidentally, the almost accidental preservation of the phrase Maranatha by Paul in 1 Cor. 16:23 reveals to us that the Palestinian Christians had at a very early date begun to use the expression “our Lord” of Jesus Christ, and that the declaration, also preserved by Paulin 1 Cor. 12:3, “Jesus is Lord,” is not so purely Hellenistic as we might otherwise have thought.


That there were differences among various Christian communities in different parts of the Roman world, and beyond it in Mesopotamia, no one would be inclined to deny. Yet the similarities are more striking than the differences.


All Christian communities everywhere in the ancient world had adopted baptism with water as the sign of admission into the new kingdom, which, though hidden, was the great reality brought by Jesus Christ into the world. We have no knowledge of the way in which this universal acceptance had come about, unless we take Matt. 28:19 as expressing exactly a command of the Lord himself. The baptism of John was not accepted as equivalent to Christian baptism; that had been an admission by repentance into the hope of a kingdom yet to come; Christian baptism was incorporation into One who was already a King, though the final manifestation of his kingdom was to take place at some undefined date in the future. Had the disciples themselves received this incorporation into Christ through baptism? If so, how and when? To this question the evidence available to us gives no answer. In what name was baptism administered? There is some reason to think that in the beginning baptism was given simply in the name of the Lord Jesus (Acts 19:5); but when Matthew’s Gospel was written some fifty years later, the use of the threefold name of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit appears to have been accepted as axiomatic. Writing about twenty-five years after the Resurrection, Paul (in Romans 6) can regard baptism and faith as almost identical – if you believe, you will be baptized; you are not likely to be baptized unless you have really believed. But baptism in the New Testament is always the transition from the world that is under the power of the evil one to the world that has been redeemed by Christ; there is no clear reference to the baptism of those who have been born within the Christian fellowship. Believers in infant baptism and protagonists of believers’ baptism alike quote the New Testament in support of their arguments;23 but neither group has as yet been able to persuade the other that the evidence of the New Testament is convincing.
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