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REWIND

A Brief Synopsis of Volume 1


The first volume of this two-volume work undertook the descriptive task of showing how the various authors of the New Testament, and Jesus as well, did their theologizing and ethicizing. It was emphasized that all, or almost all, of these authors were Jews who became convinced that the eschatological situation changed when Jesus of Nazareth entered the picture. They believed that the long-promised eschatological salvation and royal reign of God upon the earth had broken into human history in the person and through the work of Jesus of Nazareth. This shared conviction shaped how they viewed their symbolic universe and how they had revised their storied world and the theologizing and ethicizing that they did out of that storied world.

Since they were monotheistic Jews (or in the case of Luke and of the author of 2 Peter, perhaps, God-fearers) who still lived in and believed in a collectivistic concept of community that shared this seismic shift in their thinking about God, world, believing community, and other subjects, it is not surprising that the ideological boundaries of this thinking, both theological and ethical, nevertheless remained rather clear. The actual range of acceptable thought was not broad when it came to Jesus and his first followers. The Jesus evangelistic movement in the first century was not a huge or hugely diverse movement, even when the Gentile mission became ascendant in the second half of the century, as it was still largely led by Jews and their coworkers who had rather closely knit social networks throughout the empire and throughout the first century A.D. Theologizing and ethicizing in this social movement were not done in isolation, nor was this a matter of intellectual mavericks creating personal communities or cadres. Rather, a high value was placed on tradition, including the Jesus tradition, and on a shared constellation of beliefs and behaviors.

Jesus and his first followers saw it as crucial to remain faithful to the God of the Old Testament, to remain faithful to the concept of covenant as a way of describing the relationship between God and his people, to remain faithful to the high level of ethical demand within those covenants. In other words, what we do not find in the New Testament is one author who advocates monotheism and another who advocates tritheism, or one author who advocates a rigoristic sexual ethic and another who is libertine, or one author who suggests that its all about belief while another says that “faith without works is dead.” Nor do we find one author who says that “the kingdom of God is at hand” and another who says that we are not in the eschatological age. And equally clear is that at the heart of the thinking, believing, and behaving of all these writers is Jesus Christ. He was the change agent, but at the same time he showed the way that eschatological change could be viewed within the context of the Old Testament and early Jewish thought world, such that his followers could conclude, in good sectarian manner, that they were the true, or truest, form of the development of biblical religion, both in terms of orthodoxy and orthopraxy.

The detailed survey of theologizing and ethicizing in the first volume looked not just at the so-called major witnesses (e.g., Paul and the Johannine writers), but at all the materials in the New Testament. Only so could we prepare to see what a theology and ethics of the New Testament might look like, valuing and drawing on all the canonical witnesses. Indeed, I felt it important to do detailed exegetical spade work especially in the portions of the New Testament too often neglected or underplayed in studies of New Testament theology and/or ethics.

Importantly, there emerged a rather clear picture of the interface or interrelationship between theology and ethics as done by Jesus and the writers of the New Testament. I suggested that the concept of the imago dei and its renewal in Christ provided us with the necessary bridging concept. By this is meant that all human beings are created in God’s image, and after the fall they need to be renewed in that image in order to have an ongoing positive relationship with God. Salvation involves the restoration not merely of relationship between God and humankind, but of human character so that the relationship can be both ongoing and positive rather than sporadic and broken. The aim of salvation is not merely to restart a relationship, but to conform a group of people to the image of God’s Son, who is the ultimate image of God ever to grace the earth with his presence.

Salvation, then, involves both belief and behavior, both cognitive content and character. As God is loving, holy, just, and good, so he intends to renovate for himself a people who are loving, holy, just, and good. Ethics is the working out of the saving activity that God’s Spirit has been working in and into us, to will and to do. This is why there is so much emphasis in the New Testament on what we would call character or virtue ethics. Salvation thus involves both the divine initiative and the human response, where there is time and opportunity for it. Ethics is not merely gratitude for grace; it is the working out of one’s salvation in gracious ways, relying continually on the grace and Spirit of God not merely to renew and sanctify our thinking about God, but also to empower our behaving in Christlike fashion, living out of the new creaturehood that we have in Christ. But new creaturehood or the new birth is but the beginning of salvation. One must go through all three stages of eschatological salvation, including the final conformity to Christ’s resurrected image at the eschaton, before salvation is complete.

A Christian is a person who says, “I have been saved, I am being saved, I shall be saved,” and that process is neither perfect nor complete until it has reached its terminus. Short of that, infidelity and even apostasy are possible for the Christian. One is not eternally secure until one is securely in eternity. Eschatology undergirds the ethics with stern warnings for Christians who turn back, who make shipwreck of their faith and thus face the wrath to come.

Calling and election, then, are not pillows on which the Christian may rest his or her head; rather, they are ensigns of God’s love and initiative, for fallen persons would never love God had he not taken the initiative. Unsurprisingly, election and salvation are viewed by the New Testament writers as collectivistic in character. They happen in Israel in Old Testament times, or in Christ in the New Testament times, and what determines who is a true Jew or a true Christian is not merely grace, but who responds to grace in faith. Salvation, whether initial or final, is by grace, but it is by grace through faith, a faith that the believer must fully and freely exercise without predetermination. Only so could there be a loving response to a loving God. A God who is love made creatures in his image so that they too might love him and their fellow creatures fully, freely, and without predetermination. It must be freely given and freely received, or else we have no proper relationship.

Since salvation involves both belief and behavior, both cognitive and character content, it is unsurprising that we find even in the Pauline corpus the stress on “the obedience that flows forth from faith” or, to put it another way, the law of Christ that all Christians are obligated to keep having been reborn by God’s grace. This gracious law involves the teaching of Jesus, those portions of Old Testament teachings that have been reaffirmed in Christ, and the new apostolic teachings that build on these earlier Christian teachings. Discipleship can be summed up as taking up one’s cross and following the example of Jesus, as being cocrucified with Christ, as being conformed to the image of God’s risen Son. The cross does not merely raise the specter of the death of the old fallen self; it provides the means thereto, for the old person is buried into Christ’s death and emerges a new creature in Christ. To put it another way, “We are all baptized by the Holy Spirit into the one body, and all are given the one Spirit from which we (continually must) drink” (see 1 Cor 12:13).

Salvation, however, is but the means to the final end, which is the true worship of God, which is the ensign that the relationship between creature and Creator has been fully restored and made right. All creatures great and small have been made to praise their Maker while they have breath. And so it is that the canon of the New Testament leaves us at its very end with a breathtaking image of final worship when the kingdoms of this world become the kingdoms of our God and of his Christ.

Thus, theology and ethics in and of the New Testament are christocentric, christotelic, christophoric, for as the author of the latest New Testament book says, it is the believer’s destination to become “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet 1:4), or as Paul would put it, “to be fully conformed to the image of God’s Son” (Rom 8:29). In this volume we must explore fully some of these concepts and so discover what a theology and ethics of the New Testament does indeed look like.






PROLEGOMENA

Is New Testament Theology or Ethics Possible?


The Bible tells us not how we should talk to God, but what he says to us; not how we find the way to him, but how he has sought and found the way to us. . . . The Word of God is within the Bible.

KARL BARTH1





If one is a student of the scholarly work that has earned the label “New Testament theology,” it becomes obvious, after only a little study, that in the modern era New Testament theology, like Old Testament theology, has largely been a Protestant preoccupation until the last ten years or so. The recent study of the subject was set in motion by the landmark work in German by Rudolf Bultmann undertaken between 1948 and 1953 and translated into English in the 1950s and by his German and Swiss successors Hans Conzelmann, Joachim Jeremias, Oscar Cullmann, and Leonhard Goppelt, to mention but a few. As profound and rich as Bultmann’s work was, it was overwhelmingly a study of Paul and the Johannine corpus, not the whole of the New Testament by any means. It also had the odd feature of combining a reading of the New Testament through an existentialist lens with a history-of-religions approach to a good deal of the subject matter, not to mention resting on the judgment that Jesus and his teaching were only the presupposition of New Testament theology and not a part of it.2 Today, few scholars would follow Bultmann’s lead in these approaches if the subject is New Testament theology, and rightly so. But a historical approach to the subject does not require a history of religions approach, as we will see. Frank Matera puts it this way: “Inasmuch as the New Testament communicates its theology through specific narrative and epistolary forms, a theology of the New Testament ought to be a literary and theological analysis of the New Testament writings rather than a history of early Christian thought.”3

Bultmann’s successors fared only a little better, with Jeremias providing a corrective by focusing in his first volume on Jesus, and the others providing more comprehensive approaches than Bultmann undertook.4 The landmark work of Bultmann also intimated and set a precedent for two notions: (1) New Testament theology is a subject that could and should be treated separately from New Testament ethics (which was seen as a less lofty subject); (2) only certain portions of the New Testament have enough theological ore in them to be worth mining. The present study, in both its focus and emphases, will attempt to overcome and correct both of these presuppositional and methodological deficiencies, which are all too common even in much more recent studies of New Testament theology. Surprisingly, what few of those German and Swiss studies that set the modern discussion in motion were even willing to admit or discuss is that if one talks about New Testament theology or New Testament ethics, one must have some sort of presumption or view about what allows one to undertake such a study, what unifies a subject such as that. In fact, the invisible elephant in the room that such commentators were unwilling to actually discuss was the revealer God who inspired various persons to speak his truth. We have gotten to an odd place indeed when one is not prepared to talk at all about God’s possible role in producing books that talk about God!

In other words, before one can do or discover a New Testament theology or ethic, there must be in place a certain way of viewing the New Testament. One must assume that a New Testament theology or ethic exists and can be found in or ferreted out of the diverse texts we call “the New Testament.” Unlike the enterprise of looking at the theologies in the New Testament that can be a purely historical and descriptive one that presupposes no faith commitments necessarily, the enterprise undertaken in the present volume presupposes a view of the whole New Testament, namely, that it is in some sense a unity, and more specifically that this unity is given by God. This in turn implies a theory about the way God has revealed himself, his will, and his salvation to diverse persons. It also implies a theory of revelation leading to inspiration leading to inscripturation.5

I do not intend here to retread all the ground that I have already covered in my book The Living Word of God6 and that I will touch on briefly when I discuss the symbolic universe of the New Testament writers. Here it must suffice to say that in my view, the main issue is not whether we view the Bible, and in this case the New Testament in particular, as God’s Word or Scripture, although that is important, but whether the New Testament in fact is, and presents itself as, God’s living Word. In my view, the Bible is God’s Word whether I believe it or not, know it or not, trust it or not. In short, it is the ontology of the Bible itself that is at issue, not my belief in it or even what I believe about it. This is another way of saying that the New Testament conveys, and claims to convey, the truth about God and his relationships with human beings.

The New Testament makes certain inherent truth claims, and what often happens when we encounter the New Testament with an open heart is that we are “seized by truth”—to borrow the title of an important book by Joel Green.7 I realize, of course, that whether the Bible functions as Scripture for me depends on how I relate to the Bible, but in my view, that is a second-order question, not the main question. In the rest of this prolegomena I wish to talk more about the New Testament as sacred text, as Word of God, in the context of interacting with Green’s book.


THE NEW TESTAMENT AS THE WORD OF GOD: CRITICAL REFLECTIONS ON JOEL B. GREEN’S SEIZED BY TRUTH


Green begins his study by pointing out that while it has been something of a mantra in biblical studies that the Bible should be read as we would read any other book, this very approach impedes a reading of the Bible as Scripture.8 Embracing the Bible as a revelation from God, as a coherent whole, as Scripture is a step of faith, and it requires that we attend better to “what we bring with us when we bring ourselves to the task of reading the Bible.”9

Green stresses that to call the Bible Scripture or the Word of God is to make a theological statement, and it not only draws attention to the origin, role, and aim of these texts in God’s self-communication, but also reveals something about the person making the statement. It reveals that person’s faith commitments. Nevertheless, it is not the faith commitment that makes the Bible the Word of God or changes information into revelation. Many persons know the Bible well but do not know the God of the Bible. Faith is not required to recognize that the Bible tells the truth about this or that historical or geographical or other sort of factual matter, but to recognize that the Bible is telling the truth about God and the divine human encounter and about the theological interpretation of all of reality requires more than a keen intellect. In short, I am suggesting that the order of things is from the text to faith, not from my faith to the text, for it is the truth in the text that helped form my faith in the first place. The Bible and its truth claims are logically prior to and, as applied by the Holy Spirit, are what prompt or engender anyone’s faith response.

In an interesting comparison, Green stresses that whereas paintings are experienced as a whole and at once, texts, by their very nature, are linear, and they reveal their secrets progressively, rather like listening to a sermon.10 I would insist, however, that with rare exceptions, the New Testament texts that we have were meant to be heard whole in their literary content, exactly like a sermon, and not be taken as sound bites. Is, then, the doing of New Testament theology or ethics a violation of the intended character of how this revelation was meant to be heard, received, and believed? By this I mean, is the extracting of theological or ethical ore from the New Testament working at cross-purposes with how these texts were meant to be heard? I think that the answer to this question can be yes, especially if we take a history-of-ideas sort of approach to New Testament theology and ethics rather than attending to the symbolic universe and narrative thought world in which these ideas are embedded and expressed. Green is right: “Reading the whole text, and reading the text as a whole, together with attention to sequence, thus become nonnegotiable protocols for the competent interpreter.”11

Green goes on to stress that “more necessary than familiarity with ancient peoples, and their cultures, more basic than learning the biblical languages, and more essential than good technique in interpretation are such dispositions and postures as acceptance, devotion, attention and trust. Accordingly, we acknowledge and invite the ongoing work of Scripture’s divine author as the One capable and desirous of authoring a community, the church.”12 It appears that he is suggesting a prioritizing of things that I would not entirely agree with. You have to know what and whom you are submitting to before making a viable and vital faith commitment. This in turn requires a certain familiarity with the historical substance of the text. In other words, historical study of the text must not be placed behind faith commitment to the text if we want to both understand and adore our God; rather, it must be seen as an indispensible part of such an undertaking. A deep appreciation of the historical context of the Bible is, at the end of the day, required to properly understand and interpret a great deal of the text.

What the text meant in the first century is still what it means today, though it may have different implications, applications, and significance for us in our time. To say otherwise is to open the door to turning the Bible into God’s Ouija board that we use to find the meanings that we deeply wish to be in God’s revelation. Instead, the New Testament teaches us in its historical particularity that we must enter its world to understand it through serious study and an act of creative imagination and openness to the otherness of the text. The historical givenness of the text also signals to us like a beacon that the biblical mandates must be lived out specifically and in detail. The New Testament is not serving up insipid platitudes for general consumption regardless of one’s level of understanding or faith commitments.

Green is quite right that if we are to discover a New Testament theology or ethics in these texts, a posture of openness and trust is required. We must let these texts shape our thinking and our lives as we seek to understand them. This was put in simple terms by Johannes Bengel long ago: “Apply the whole of yourself to the text [not just your intellectual curiosity], and apply the whole of the text to yourself.” But what happens when we do this? Does our posture in relationship to the Bible and our acceptance of it as Scripture somehow change the meaning of the text, at least for us? Here is where I say that the Bible is Scripture whether or not I recognize that it is so, and its truth is resident in the text whether or not I ever receive it or believe it. My posture toward or attitude about the matter changes nothing about the Bible itself; it simply changes my degree of openness and receptivity to what is in the text and makes me a better interpreter of the text.

Green suggests that if we accept the premise of historical criticism that “the meaning of texts resides at their historical address,” then therefore “historical criticism has no intrinsic need and little room for the theological claim constituted by the joining together of these two collections [the Old Testament and New Testament] as one ‘book.’”13 I see no necessary connection between the acceptance of the historical grounding of meaning in the biblical text and the rejection of theological claims in and about the Old Testament or the New Testament or both as the Word of God. Indeed, one can also stress that since the Bible is loaded with all sorts of theological claims made about God, and even occasionally made about itself (see 2 Tim 3:16), we will not be well served by either historical or theological reductionism when it comes to the meaning of these texts. These texts make both sorts of claims, including making theological claims in their historical givenness.

Part of what Green is driving at is that the Old Testament too must be seen as Christian Scripture, but in what sense? Taking a certain kind of approach to 1 Peter 1:10-12, Green concludes, “What is problematic is the suggestion that this theological pattern is the consequence of reading with a new lens provided by the advent of Christ. What Peter makes clear, actually, is that this theological pattern is resident already in the Scriptures of Israel themselves.”14 Green clarifies his views:

For me to say that 1 Peter has it that the Spirit of Christ was inspiring the prophets is not anachronistically for me to make the prophets Christian or for me to claim that they use specifically Christian terms. Similarly, for me to say with Jesus in Luke that all the Scriptures have it that the Messiah must suffer and so forth does not mean that I think either that the Old Testament has a “Christian” character or that this character is sitting on top of the Old Testament text. It is rather to say—with [Brevard] Childs, for example—that, say, Isaiah speaks to the same ontological reality to which Jesus in Luke also points or to which Peter points. It is to say that God’s character and purpose are already resident in the Scriptures, so that the good news is not alien to those writings even if it has not (always) been apparent to those who read it. So, for example, the “opening of minds” in Luke 24 allows the disciples to see what Jesus sees in the Scriptures; it does not alter those Scriptures in order that they might say something alien to their nature. It is not, then, that Christians co-opt the Scriptures of Israel as their own. It is that they have found in them the ways of God and, then, their identity with God. So the Scriptures of Israel are not awaiting the advent of Christ so that they might have their revelatory moment (as though their only or primary purpose was to point ahead) but, before the advent of Christ, are already revelatory of the character and ways of God. What we find in, say, Luke and 1 Peter, then, is the theological claim that Israel’s Scriptures speak to the same reality of God’s character and ways that we find in Christ—though, who would have known this, apart from the work of the Spirit and divine illumination?15


We can talk, then, about how these texts foreshadow Christ and even predict the coming of the Son of Man or suffering servant, but it is another matter entirely to suggest that the Old Testament was already speaking in specifically Christian terms, and it is doubtful this is what Peter is actually claiming, nor is Green.

Indeed, as Green will go on to point out, Luke 24 makes evident that without specific enlightenment from Jesus and by means of the Holy Spirit that leads to the opening of the minds of the followers of Jesus, even seeing the prospective character of the Old Testament and its possible reference to the Christ-event would not happen.16 Why would such pneumatic illumination and study be necessary if the “Christian” character of the Old Testament was there on the surface of the Old Testament text for all to see? What Jesus is pointing to is the teleological character of the Old Testament, pointing forward to something later, something greater than the prophets themselves fully knew or understood or even spoke of. We are not talking here about a surplus of meaning in the text so much as a surplus of fulfillment of the text in the Christ-event.

The prophets themselves were addressing their own age and people, but the larger significance and the ultimate fulfillment of what they spoke would come only in the Christ-event, something of which they only had vague inklings at the time. They knew that they spoke about the future, but they did not have a clear or full understanding of the shape that future would take. As Green, taking issue with the views of some scholars, rightly observes, the Old Testament is not simply a Christian book in advance of the coming of Christ, and we do a disservice to our interfaith discussions with our Jewish friends if we claim more about the Old Testament than it claims for itself or, for that matter, than the New Testament writers claim about it.

Does embracing the Bible as a whole as Scripture entail the claim that we must embrace all its stories as “‘our own story,’ and see the plotline of our lives as continuous with and an ongoing extension of the Biblical narrative”?17 Of course, in one sense the answer to this is yes, but only in a carefully nuanced way of putting things. We have been inserted into a preexisting story. The story has not been coopted by us, the Christians.

Can we really say, as Green does, “Both of us—God’s people then and God’s people now—are the church constituted by the Scriptures read in this way”?18 Green envisions a solidarity and continuity of the primitive church with the church today and at the eschaton, and in one sense this is true; all are Christians submitting to the authority of God’s Word. However, different church groups have interpreted that word very differently, indeed have often suggested not only that their way of interpreting the text is the one appropriate one, but also that in fact their church is the only true continuation of the church of the apostles. Green rightly rejects these latter sort of claims and wants to stress the solidarity of all Christians in all generations, so “the text we call the Bible was put together in the first place by the same community that needs to interpret it.”19 The problem that I see with this comes when we ask, “And how is the church universal related to Israel as God’s people and to the Hebrew Scriptures of Israel?”

Sometimes the ecclesiocentric way of putting things gets it exactly backwards from how Paul, in Romans 9–11, viewed the matter. There he tells his mostly Gentile audience that they are the wild olive branch being grafted into the true vintage Israelite olive tree, and that although there always has been only one people of God, it is not the Gentile church in all generations, but Israel. A supersessionist approach is basically the kind of argument Paul counters in Romans 9–11 to put arrogant Gentile Christians in their place. Yes, it is true that there always has been only one people of God, and in its current and ongoing phase since the coming of Jesus that people is Jew and Gentile united in Christ, but that does not allow one to then claim that the Old Testament people were simply Christians or that the Hebrew Scriptures are simply the church’s book. That would be supersessionism, not completionism. Green, to his credit, is not arguing for such an approach. He is in fact arguing in the sort of way some canonical theologians such as Brevard Childs would argue and against some of the things that Francis Watson has suggested. In other words, some of the ecclesiocentric approaches tend in a direction that goes against what Paul is insisting on in Romans 9–11.

Christians are indeed indebted to Jews still today, for theirs is the adoption, theirs the covenants, theirs the promises, theirs the Messiah according to the flesh, as Paul says at the beginning of Romans 9. If asked whether the Old Testament is still a Jewish book for Jewish persons and if the Jews in some sense are still the people of God, Paul would have answered yes and yes. He admits that those who reject Christ are temporarily broken off from the people of God, but he foresees a day when they can be reintegrated back into that people, so that “all Israel will be saved” (see Rom 11:25-30). Paul’s bottom-line answer as to whether God has forsaken his first chosen people is no. It should be ours as well.

One of the claims that Green wants to make at several junctures in his book is that the Bible is addressed to all God’s people in all generations.20 In my estimation, this view is questionable, not least because this is actually historically false. God addresses specific messages to certain specific groups of his people at specific times and places, precisely because our God is a God of history who enters and speaks in history through specific persons such as Amos, Isaiah, and Paul. The fact that I am not personally the addressee of this or that biblical book does not mean that it cannot speak to me as a latter-day hearer of this text; however, I am a secondary audience neither foreseen nor intended by the human authors of Scripture. The fact that God will have foreseen this and would want me to hear and respond to the Bible in no way alleviates me of the responsibility of recognizing I am a later overhearer of this text, not its first intended audience. We gain nothing of Christian value by denying the specificity of the biblical texts.21

For example, the letter of Philemon was not addressed to me or to any modern Western Christian. It was addressed to a first-century leader named “Philemon” and to the church that met in his house. The spiritual continuity that I have with him (we are both Christians) does not provide me with a historical continuity that allows me to ignore the original historical context and its originally intended meaning. The fact that there has been a continual Christian community through all the centuries between Philemon and me does not make my reading or misreading of the text automatically in direct continuity with how Philemon would have heard it. The church has developed over time and developed various different ways of interpreting the text over time. To say that we are in the same position as the original hearers is not true historically. Historical biblical studies does not need to be recast as a theological enterprise that ignores historical particularities in the biblical text. It needs to make room for and do justice to the theologizing and ethicizing done in the text and also to make use of these historical sources for such ongoing purposes.

Green wants to make a case for the ecclesially located interpretation of Scripture; indeed, he wants to argue that “the best interpreters are those actually engaged in communities of biblical interpretation.”22 It is pertinent to ask how we know this. I quite agree that Christians need to meet with other Christians who stand under the Word of God in order to grasp the implications of the text’s meaning for faith and life here and now. I have no problem with the interpretation of the Bible in and for the church; indeed, I see it as very important. It has been my experience however, that my non-Christian friends as often help me interpret the Scriptures rightly (as Scriptures) as do my Christian friends. More specifically, I find my times of discussing texts with someone such as Amy-Jill Levine, a Jewish New Testament scholar, more profitable than most of the discussions I have with some of the postcolonialists among Christian interpreters. Why? Because she accepts the historical givenness and meaning of the text and is not interested in coopting it for various modern causes that the Bible does not directly address, and indeed that the biblical authors might even critique if not reject.

Green is aware of the problems, and he fairly addresses how the church can overread the text, just as a historical study of it may underplay, underread, indeed even undercut the theological substance of the text. He is seeking some balance in interpretation between the “thenness” of the text and its current relevance for Christian life. He puts it eloquently:

If some fail to recognize the Bible as “other,” others exaggerate the Bible’s status as “other” into an insurmountable “distance.” If for some the Bible is little more than the dummy sitting in the lap of the talented ventriloquist, for others the Bible has no voice at all. If some are inclined to read the Bible in an opportunistic way so as to relate this or that verse directly to a situation of need today, others find the challenges involved in interpreting biblical materials simply too complex and demanding for the would-be interpreter.23


If we accept with Green, as I do, that the Bible provides us with a unitary story of the world and the human dilemma, this does mean that we as Christians must have our lives shaped by this story; indeed, we must become part of the ongoing outworking of the story in space and time.24 As Green goes on to insist, however, we must do this cautiously and with guidance: “One of the most tragic effects of Bible reading can be that we read our lives into it in such a way that we find divine license for those of our attitudes and practices that are more base than biblical.”25 One of the hedges or protections against such solipsism is in fact a recognition and appreciation of the historical character of the biblical text, such that we realize that interpretation is not about our reading into the text our favorite ideas, but rather is about our being challenged by the text, even when the text seems harsh and alien to us.

Green sets up for us specific keys to engagement with the Bible if we are to interpret it as Christian Scripture: (1) the Old Testament must be interpreted as Christian Scripture, and the New Testament must be seen as incomprehensible without the Old Testament; (2) the church’s doctrine provides the rules of engagement in a reading of Scripture—“The question of validity in interpretation for theological readings of Scripture cannot be separated from the question of a particular reading’s coherence with classical faith.”26 I have already registered my reservations about the first dictum. I am equally wary of using a later creed or, say, the ecumenical creeds as the guide to the proper reading of, or as the provider of the rules by which we should read, the biblical text. The creeds should be normed by Scripture, but they can expound and further develop ideas found in Scripture.

A Christian reading of the Scriptures does not require a dogma-guided or dogmatically strictured reading of the text. Indeed, such a reading always poses the danger of anachronism and, furthermore, of violating the historical meaning of the text. The creeds and confessions should be normed by the meanings of the biblical text, not the other way around.

Furthermore, some ecclesiocentric readings of the text can lead us to forget that early Christianity was about giving away the gospel, about mission to nonbelievers.27 The gospel was, in the first instance, good news for the lost, not for the community of the found. And frankly, today the church desperately needs to hear from others, outsiders such as Jewish interpreters of the Bible, if it is to hear and heed properly its own Scripture. One must ask, “How does an ecclesially privileged reading of Scripture accord with Jesus’ or Paul’s (or others’) proclamation of the good news and with their dialogues and debates about meaning with non-Christians? How does such an approach to the text really help save or engage the lost or engage other faith groups in meaningful conversation about the Scriptures as sacred texts?”28

Green goes on to rightly stress that to read the Bible as Scripture requires humility; it requires that we always ask the question “Are my ways of reading the text, are my interpretive traditions in need of reformation?”29 He also rightly insists we must have various conversation partners as we discuss and learn from Scripture.30 This is why he insists that critically responsible interpretation of the Scriptures will be cross-cultural, canonical, historical, communal, global, and hospitable. This is absolutely right, but some of this seems to stand at odds with the two rules enunciated above.

Green goes on to appeal to the necessity of the reading of Scripture being led or informed by the Spirit.31 He is right about this, and it is precisely here where the discourse becomes more specifically Christian as the Spirit seeks to apply the Word to our lives. We do not absolutely need later dogma or the boundaries of the ecumenical creeds if we already have the Spirit’s guidance, and Green is right that accepting the leading of the Spirit implies that we recognize our need for outside help in understanding the biblical text and, beyond that, in doing New Testament theology and ethics on the basis of these texts. This is not to say that the Apostles’ Creed, for example, is not a useful and even Spirit-led synopsis of some of what Scripture claims about theological realities. But that is just what it is—a synopsis of what is already in the biblical text, which in its brevity helps clarify some of the essentials.

One of the difficulties I have with Green’s approach to Scripture is that he wants to argue that meaning is to be found behind the text, in the text, and in those persons and communities doing the reading of the text, although, to be fair, he does emphasize that the focus should be on the meaning in the text.32 While I agree that history has meaning, and while I recognize that readers are active and bring things to the text, the only locus of meaning that could be called a “scriptural meaning” is in the biblical text itself and nowhere else. The historical events and background are just that—background, impetus, basis, catalyst, context, but not “the meaning of the Bible.” I cannot properly assess the meaning of the Bible without various historical contexts, but the context is not the content, and the meaning of the Bible is in the content of the words in Scripture. Second, while beauty may be in the eyes of the beholder, meaning is not, especially when we are talking about something as crucial as biblical truth. I am not the generator of the meaning of the Bible or of its truth claims. Indeed, it is the height of arrogance for me to think that I should be able to read my meanings into the text and thereby give them some sort of sacred legitimacy. Biblical meaning is not negotiated in an exchange between the text and the reader; rather, it is given by God by means of revelation and encoded into the text itself. This is what inspiration is all about. One can say, however, that meaning is conveyed in a transaction between the text and the reader.

Green rightly places interpretive priority on the meaning in the text itself, but he does not adequately distinguish between the text’s meaning and the various significances it may have for this or that reader. While I agree that modern reader-response criticism and other similar approaches are right that the reader of the biblical text is not merely a passive receptacle of the Bible’s meaning, I do not agree that this means that the reader has a right to help create the meaning of the biblical text. I am neither God nor the inspired author of any biblical books, and it is not up to me to “make” the text mean something. The text has meaning whether I recognize it or not, whether I engage with it or not, whether I understand it or not, whether I obey it or not.

There are many forms of liberationist readings of the text (e.g., feminist, womanist, Asian, African American) that not only assume as given principles a hermeneutic of suspicion that gives license to read against the flow or even against the meaning of the text, but also assume that there is no such thing as objective, unbiased readings of the text. Such approaches stress that all readings come from particular locales and points of view.

Such approaches have problems. First, while it is correct to say there are no purely objective readings of the Bible, and everyone comes from some social location, this does not give license to then assume that the Bible can mean anything and be used for any cause or constructive task of meaning-making. Some readings are more objective than others, but the goal is to help one another get at the inspired meaning of the text, not to validate each other’s subjective agendas. Second, all too often a hermeneutic of suspicion leads to a rejection of the meaning of the text and comes at the text without sufficient openness to give it a fair hearing. Too much weight is placed on the reader side of the equation and on the assumption that the reader has superior moral values to those enshrined in the text, with too little placed on the God and revelation side of the equation.33

Green argues that “a decision to read a Biblical text as a constituent of the canon of Scripture pre-determines the range of possible readings of the text.”34 By this Green means that certain readings are ruled out if they conflict with the grand narrative of Scripture. I understand this canonical principle, but what I would argue is, for example, that whether or not John 7:53–8:11 is a part of the original inspired text of the Gospel of John does not determine or delimit the meaning of that text. It means what it means whether or not it is an original part of John’s Gospel. This then suggests that the canonical principle or even the grand narrative cannot determine the meaning of a particular text, but it can serve as a sort of warning or check that perhaps one has misunderstood the meaning of one or another text if it leads to a contradiction with another sacred text. It is not because a book ended up in the New Testament canon that we can expect its words to be consistent with words in other New Testament documents; rather, it is because all of those documents ultimately come from God and by means of the inspiration of God and speak to the same truths.

Perhaps the most helpful portion of Green’s study is where he provides guides for producing a cogent, convincing, and supportable interpretation of this or that sacred text. It must (1) account for the text in its final form without violating the language of the text; (2) account for the text as a whole and be consistent with the whole text without neglecting or masking any portion of it; (3) account for the cultural embeddedness of the language; (4) be ruled by its canonical embeddedness and set within the boundaries of faith; (5) be put into play in transformed lives lived in community. These are useful guides, and I will not repeat my concerns about the fourth one, but here I will simply say that truth is truth whether it is within the canon or outside of it, and what makes it true is not that it is part of a particular collection of early Christian books. It is inspiration and revelation that produces truth, not the later creeds or the later canonization of the material.35

Green concludes his study by rightly pleading that we not privilege readings of Scripture that bypass its theology and ethics, prohibit the reader from submitting to the text’s inquiry about our lives or “to speak truthfully of the transforming light that shines in the darkness and that the darkness has not overcome,” and give too much precedent to the mastery of the text rather than allowing us to be mastered by its message.36 “We need to recover the freedom to engage with ancient texts as our texts, and with respect and expectancy, as those who thus might embrace Scripture’s theological vision and be molded according to its pattern of faith and life.”37 To all of this one can only say, “Amen.”

The good news is that Scripture encourages us to study it, to seek to discern its meaning, its patterns, its theology and ethics. This is because Scripture engages us as adults, and it is fair to say, with John Goldingay, “Scripture as a whole is more inclined to seek to persuade us of the truth of things than to expect us to ‘believe seven impossible things before breakfast.’”38 It is time, then, to tease the mind into active thought and see what can be said about a theology and ethics of the New Testament as a whole.

The journey will not be a short one, but I trust that it will be rewarding and indeed will land us safe on Canaan’s side, as the old hymn says. Along the way, we trust that we will find New Testament theology and New Testament ethics and also will do some theologizing and ethicizing on the basis of what we find. If I were asked whether I believe that there is a New Testament theology or a New Testament ethic and, if so, whether it is possible to find and reconstruct it, my response would be much like that of the person who, when asked “Do you believe in baptism?” responded, “Believe in it? I’ve seen it!” I have seen New Testament theology and ethics in the text and I have seen them at work in the lives of believers. It is my hope that I will adequately represent what I have seen.




THE PLAN OF THIS BOOK


This treatment of New Testament theology and ethics has a fairly unique perspective, even when compared to other of the more synthetic treatments of the subject. I am convinced that the unity of the New Testament thought world is as much at the level of symbolic universe and narrative substructure as it is at the level of articulation into specific situations. In other words, the analysis of the surface of these texts compared and contrasted will come up with some results but will not show the big picture. This is why I will focus in the early part of the present volume on the shared symbolic universe and narrative thought world of these New Testament writers.

The reader eager to see what I think of Old Testament theology and ethics and their relationship to New Testament theology and ethics or of the relationship of New Testament theology and ethics to biblical or canonical theology and ethics will need to turn to the first and final chapters of the present volume for a treatment on those issues. In my view, biblical and canonical approaches are ex post facto approaches that presuppose the existence of a canon. That is, such approaches analyze the biblical data from a point of view that none of the New Testament writers could have shared (nor did they), since there was as of yet no New Testament canon, and the Old Testament one was still in the process of closure.

I insist on taking an approach to New Testament theology and ethics that does not try to do the analysis while ignoring the historical realities and questions that these texts raise or, even worse, imposing on these texts a later historical or philosophical reality, which actually creates a sense of unreality when we are dealing with New Testament theology and ethics, as if we were dealing with eternal topics in a Gnostic philosophical discourse not well tethered to the particularities of history. This in turn means that I will not be trying to do theology or ethics, or highlight the New Testament theology and ethics, while ignoring exegetical substance and historical particularities. What I offer in the present volume is the distillation of what can only be called the theology and ethics of Jesus and of the various New Testament writers as it is revealed in detailed exegetical study.

My goal in this study is, as best I can, to allow the New Testament writers their own say and to articulate their own syntheses of earlier material whether from the Hebrew Scriptures, the teaching of Jesus, earlier apostolic teaching, or elsewhere. Thus, while this volume is indeed about the collective witness to New Testament theology and ethics in the New Testament, including its shared themes, trajectories, and trends, I am focusing on the theology and ethics in the text of the New Testament itself.

I am not trying, for instance, to create an artificial synthesis on the basis of later systematic or canonical categories. Were I to do the latter, I would be creating a New Testament theology or ethic. It would be my synthesis, not that of the writers of the New Testament themselves. Rather, what I am trying to do is let the New Testament writers themselves give us evidence, instances, examples, hints about how they would write such a synthetic work. Since, however, they were not actually undertaking such a task in their situation-specific documents, in allowing them to speak for themselves, we have to be satisfied with partial answers and a certain incompleteness to the picture. We have no systematic theological or ethical treatises in the New Testament, not even in the Sermon on the Mount or in Romans. This is frustrating, but it is the reality of the New Testament text itself. So, once more to be clear, I will be looking at the doing of early Christian theology and ethics in the text by these writers, not trying to force them into some sort of later Procrustean bed, be it dogmatic, systematic or idiomatic.

What all this means is that after the exploration of the symbolic universe and the narrative thought world shared by all these New Testament writers, I will take a census of the consensus of the New Testament writers in an additive approach, with some depiction of how they are synthesizing earlier data along the way. In other words, I will do justice to the theology of Jesus, and then I will consider how the various New Testament writers add to, or reinforce, or delete from such a discussion. I will follow the same procedure with the issue of the ethic of Jesus and then of the New Testament writers.

There is a rationale to this sort of approach: one needs to do justice to the impact of Jesus Christ on the thinking of all these persons, and this includes both the impact of the historical Jesus’ person and work and the ongoing impact of the living, ascended Christ on them. Both New Testament theology and ethics are christocentric to the core, and this is precisely what distinguishes them from other early Jewish efforts at doing theology or ethics.

Because of this christological focus, I maintain that what needs to be done with the theology or ethics of any of these writers is first and foremost to examine how they deal with Christology, not how they treat other topics along the way. The reason for this approach is clear: it is the living Christ, both come in the flesh and now reigning from heaven, who has reconfigured their symbolic universe, their narrative thought world, and the very way they articulate theology and ethics, whether they are talking about things such as ecclesiology, eschatology, God the Father or some other topic.

One cannot put the emphasis where the New Testament writers insist on putting it if one starts with something such as protology, or the New Testament writers’ views of Israel, or the Mosaic covenant, or eschatology, or a concept of election or predestination found in the Old Testament. Such an approach does not come to grips with the fact that Christ has radically changed the worldview of these writers in a variety of ways, including in the way they view their own sacred texts, which we refer to as the Old Testament.

New Testament theology and ethics are apocalyptic and eschatological in the sense that they reflect the direct divine intervention of God in Christ at a specific point in history, and thus they are not simply a continuation or a completion of Old Testament theology and ethics, though clearly there is a good deal of carryover from the earlier Hebrew thought world, and we can talk about fulfillment as well as completion of various prophecies, rituals, institutions, covenants.

Furthermore, Old Testament theology and ethics, though often foreshadowing those of the New Testament, in many regards have different foci and emphases than we find in the New Testament. The center of thought in that Hebrew thought world is not Jesus Christ; it is Yahweh and his relationship with Israel. The christological glasses with which the New Testament writers view their earlier Jewish sacred texts must not be allowed to beguile us into thinking that they are saying that the Old Testament was written by Christians in a Christian way for the church, in the first instance. No, it was written for pre-Christian Israel in the first place, and as a development and completion of that people came in the church of Jew and Gentile united in Christ, they too continued to listen and to view these sacred texts as their own, though they read them now with a specific sort of christological glasses. Furthermore, they read the text not so much as having a surplus of meaning, but eschatologically and teliologically, by which I mean that they read it in light of the end game, how the story has turned out in Christ and will turn out. Like a movie whose meaning is not unveiled until its climax or conclusion, and then suddenly there is a surprise, an “Aha!” moment, that causes one to reevaluate what has come before and what it really meant, so it is with the theology and ethics of the canon and more specifically the New Testament.

The entire Old Testament is seen in the eschatological age as a prophetic book. It is seen by the New Testament writers as that which prepares for, foreshadows, provides types of, and gives promises and prophecies about the eschatological age inaugurated by the Christ-event, including prophecies and promises about the coming Christ. The before and after of the revelation must be given its due because it was only “when the time had fully come, God sent forth his Son” (Gal 4:4). The promises are not the fulfillment, the antetypes are not the types, and the people who gave the prophecies, though they longed to look into the time and place where they would come to fruition, were told by the Spirit that it was for the eschatological people of God, a later audience, that such things were intended.

The New Testament writers do believe that the preexistent Christ had a role to play in creation and the redemption of Israel prior to the incarnation. They are not suggesting, however, that Abraham was a Christian before his time (he is the prototype of one who was reckoned righteous), nor are they saying that Jesus before the incarnation had previously shown up on planet earth as, say, the angel of the Lord. In fact, the author of Hebrews tells us quite clearly God’s Son should never be put into the category of angel. He was always much more than that. The New Testament is entirely, or almost entirely, written by Jews (Luke probably was a God-fearer) who believed that Jew and Gentile united in Christ is the true eschatological people of God, and insofar as it involves Gentiles, they have been grafted into the earlier Jewish heritage, while Jews have not been grafted into a later and different Christian heritage. The good news was for the Jew first, and Jesus was their messiah in the first place. The culmination of revelation in Christ leads to the culmination of the formation of God’s people, involving both Jews and Gentiles.

Thus, we must allow the Hebrew Scriptures to speak to us as Christians on their own terms, and when we do that, we discover that they mainly speak about the one we called “the Father,” though with some promises and prophecies and “types” that prepare us for the coming of the Son and the coming of the Spirit. A good biblical theology will not try to erase or explain away the dramatic differences between the Old Testament and the New Testament. I will say more about this matter toward the end of this study.

Now, however, it is time for us to begin our odyssey of discovery. A word to the wise: launch out in a large boat with large oars and with all the effort you can muster, for when we are dealing with the ocean that is New Testament theology and ethics, we are dealing with something vast, something deep, something powerful, something beautiful, and something that is, at times, overwhelming and awe-inspiring yet at the same time profoundly reassuring.
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PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS

From Symbolic Universe to Story to Theology


New Testament Theology is a historical discipline. It is not to be confused with either dogmatics or apologetics: for its purpose is neither to provide scriptural authority for modern doctrinal beliefs nor to make those beliefs appear reasonable and defensible to the unconvinced inquirer. Its purpose is descriptive. We may indeed believe that in the New Testament we have a divine revelation valid for all ages. But that revelation was made in historical events, and those who first thought out the significance of those events did so in relation to the circumstances of their time and with a pastoral concern for particular congregations; even their general statements were made with reference to the particular. . . . The distinction between New Testament theology and other related disciplines is one which has all too often been ignored. Systematic theologians naturally wish their work to be regarded as biblical theology, in the sense that it is in harmony with what they find written in Scripture. But to confound dogmatics with New Testament theology is to assume that the New Testament writers had minds which worked exactly like ours and were interested in the same questions as we are.

G. B. CAIRD1






PROLEGOMENA: THE QUESTION OF METHOD


In his magisterial study on New Testament theology (posthumously collected and assembled), G. B. Caird strikes exactly the right note from the outset. New Testament theology, like New Testament ethics, is a particular historical discipline, and it should not be undertaken as if it were an exercise in canonical biblical theology, much less an exercise in systematic or dogmatic theology. The method by which one pursues the matter to a significant degree will determine the outcome of the study.

Generally, there have been two ways to approach New Testament theology: inductively and deductively. Using the inductive approach, one can build a New Testament theology from the bottom up, critically analyzing the individual witnesses and finding congruences and similarities. This is, for example, what one finds at the end of Frank Thielman’s volume on New Testament theology or interspersed throughout Howard Marshall’s volume. The problem with this approach is that the unity seems small compared to the diversity, leading one to wonder how significant and vital that unity really is. The other approach, the deductive, traditionally is understood to mean that one starts with one’s dogmatic or systematic theological categories and slots exegetical data into them piecemeal, in a proof-texting sort of way. This approach has largely fallen by the wayside as our culture has becoming increasingly less Enlightenment oriented in its approach to knowledge and truth. The problem of reductionism when one boils the Bible down to principles, propositions, and themes is well known. Like soup that has been pureed with all its substance filtered out, this results in a bland but palatable outcome that is not very nourishing. Is there another way of doing New Testament theology that neither produces minimal results nor denudes the material of its historical specificity? As it turns out, there is, but before we consider it, I must make a few points clear.

The persistent drive in modernity and postmodernity for “relevance” becomes, unfortunately, a hermeneutical filter by which the theological and ethical substance of the New Testament tends to be read. By this I mean that far too many people these days sort the New Testament by the categories “relevant” or, on the other hand, “obsolete,” “outmoded,” or “primitive.” Sometimes the latter category is characterized by the terms culturally bound or culturally determined, but such pejorative language presupposes not only a correct knowledge of what will not make sense or work in our own times and culture, but also a criterion of judgment that privileges certain au courant assumptions. A good example of this is certain kinds of special-interest theological readings of the New Testament.

For example, Marxist liberation theology has constantly privileged politicized interpretations of some aspects of New Testament theology and ethics and has deemed other less overtly political readings as “overly spiritualized” or “irrelevant to the current struggle.” This approach to the matter tends to assume that the Bible is mainly a tool for supporting current ideologies and to relegate other ideologies to the rubbish bin of historical curiosity. Unfortunately, this whole agenda-driven approach cannot be called a form of historical study of the New Testament. I do not say this because I think that any of us are capable of a value-neutral interpretation of ancient texts. I am also well aware of the special dangers of misuse of a precious or sacred ancient text when one wants to justify one’s own thought or actions. The warning of the ancient luminary Werenfels about the Bible is valid: “This is the book in which every one searches for his own opinions, and every one with equal success finds his own opinions.”2

Subjectivity can and ought to be corrected for by listening to other competent critical interpreters of the New Testament, and thus inherent subjectivity is no excuse for solipcism or anachronistic readings or even for deliberately tendentious uses of ancient texts.3 Here again Caird is helpful.

To make the New Testament intelligible is not the same thing as making it credible. The “modern mind” can do what it likes with the teaching of Jesus and the apostles. But it can only have the freedom to do so if the New Testament theologian has first described the material honestly. We are thus involved with the reconstruction of the past, a past accessible to us not by direct scrutiny but only through the interrogation of witnesses. The possibility of conversation depends on the historian’s skill in “speaking the same language” as his or her source.4


There also must be a certain sympathy with the source material in order to give it a fair hearing and to let it speak for itself. Unfortunately, the modern “hermeneutic of suspicion,” filled with self-righteousness about how our modern critical understanding of life is so much superior to the way benighted ancients viewed the world, seldom provides such a sympathetic hearing of the material. As James Moffatt once said, “The essence of the historical mind is the power of putting oneself into a different age and recognizing not simply its differences from the present, but its essential affinities with the present.”5 Is there a way beyond the impasses of subjectivity and modern agendas? I think there is. For a Christian person, there is a recognized indebtedness to the past, especially the biblical witnesses. One treats these witnesses as respected teachers from whom one has learned much, and since the learning has been of benefit, indeed has led one into a personal and saving relationship with God, then “to accept the past as one’s own is to commit oneself to a destiny in keeping with it.”6 I quite agree—theology ultimately was intended to lead to doxology and mission.

When Caird set out to do his study of New Testament theology, he remarked on the laziness of analyzing the individual witnesses without undertaking collective comparison of the data. He was right about this, and he was also right that such witness-by-witness analysis results in a certain imbalance caused simply by the fact that the longer and more complex bodies of material (e.g., the Pauline corpus) necessarily get more attention and space, when in fact some of the shorter documents may be just as important (e.g., 1 John).7 This is precisely why I saw the need for a two-volume study and for a careful and thorough second volume that involves some sort of synthetic approach, since many recent treatments of New Testament theology give the subject insufficient due or attention, settling for presenting New Testament theologies seriatim.

Thus it was that Caird envisioned the conference table or colloquium model whereby all twelve or so of the New Testament writers sat down at table in the presence of a presider who engaged them on various subjects and gave each voice, insofar as it had something to say on that subject, a hearing. This method prevents the monopoly of the verbose or more influential.8 Of course, Caird realizes that this will appear to be a dialogue with the dead (a problem, as we will see, that Philip Esler also addresses). Yet in another sense, these witnesses are still alive as well, and their living, inspired and inspiring voices can still be heard. Caird provides us with just the right approach to this entire matter, drawing an analogy with the Jerusalem council in Acts 15, which agreed in essentials about Gentiles and salvation but differed in various particulars.

Thus the New Testament itself provides a criterion for judging its own unity. The question we must ask is not whether these books all say the same thing, but whether they all bear witness to the same Jesus and through him to the many splendoured wisdom of the one God. If we are persuaded that the second Moses, the son of Man, the friend of sinners, the incarnate logos, the firstborn of all creation, the Apostle and High Priest of our calling, the Chief Shepherd, and the Lamb opening the scroll are the same person in whom the one God has achieved and is achieving his mighty work, we shall neither attempt to press all our witnesses into a single mould nor captiously complain that one seems at some points deficient in comparison with another. What we shall do is rejoice that God has seen fit to establish His gospel at the mouth of so many independent witnesses. The music of the New Testament choir is not written to be sung in unison.9


Just so, but in fact they are singing the same choral work in many parts and with much improvisation. How do we get at that shared score from which they are all singing?

I suggest that one starts with the symbolic universe that all the New Testament writers lived in and were influenced by. In that universe there were fixed stars such as God, revelation, redemption, messiah, holiness, mighty works (or miracles), to mention but a few things taken for granted by all the authors. All of the New Testament authors were Jews, except perhaps in the singular case of Luke, a God-fearer. Their symbolic universe was formed and shaped by things such as the books we refer to as the Old Testament, other early Jewish literature, the Jesus tradition, apostolic tradition, new prophetic revelation and, to a considerably lesser degree, Greco-Roman thought. Out of that shared symbolic universe was formed their narrative thought world.

Here I am suggesting that the New Testament writers not only held in common certain “big ticket” ideas, but also shared a narrative thought world. All of them were convinced, for example, that history was going somewhere, that God was guiding it and working things together for good, and that they were writing late in the story, trying to get the good news out in time for the final edition to be published before the deadline was reached. These writers stood on tiptoe, utterly convinced that they already lived in the eschatological age and were looking for a consummation devoutly to be wished. The failure to recognize the common narrative thought world presupposed by the various New Testament writers is a significant failure indeed.10

Finally, out of that narrative thought world the New Testament writers theologize and ethicize into particular contexts. The commonality lies as much or more at the presuppositional level as at the articulation level. Analyzing only the articulated similarities between the various New Testament witnesses is like analyzing and comparing the tips of what appear to be several different icebergs and noticing their similarities in shape and hue and size, all the while failing to note that all of them are united below the surface of the intellectual ocean in which they are floating. In other words, they are all individual peaks of one, much larger, common mass. The present volume, then, must dwell more at the level of symbolic universe and narrative thought world than at the level of articulation into particular contexts. Of course, there are other ways of doing New Testament theology or ethics, and here it is profitable to review a few good examples of other attempts, but first a couple of more points are crucial.

The unity of thought that exists in the New Testament is not dependent on our ability to reconstruct it on the basis of the ad hoc evidence, the bits and pieces of data, that we have. After all, none of the New Testament documents are systematic or even reasonably complete studies of New Testament theology or New Testament ethics. If we call the scholarly efforts at assembling the witnesses in a certain way “New Testament theology,” recognizing that it is something scholars after the fact (and after the canon was closed) have synthesized, this at best in a small way demonstrates the larger coherence of thought of these early Christian writers. Just as the history of any given period is much larger and more complex than written history about such a period, so our ability to reconstruct what was the extant unity of the theological and ethical thought world of early Christians pales in comparison to that world itself, and at best such a reconstruction can be only a précis or summation of highlights of that world. The reader needs to keep this steadily in view while working through the present volume. But there is another crucial factor to keep in mind as well. Although we often treat the writers of the New Testament as if they were late Western individualists, they were not, and their work was not written from or for such a point of view. These writings address a very different social world than ours, about which a few comments are in order since it affects the way we look at New Testament theology and ethics.




THE SOCIAL WORLD OF CHRISTIAN BELIEF AND BEHAVIOR


If you were to interview the authors of the New Testament, it seems clear enough that they would deny having their “own” theology or ethics. For example, Paul would be uncomfortable talking about “Pauline” Christology, as if that were something notably distinct from early Christian Christology in general. The writers of the New Testament were not modern Western individualists each seeking to stake out a unique intellectual turf and protect a personal intellectual property. Nor were they looking to make a “new” contribution to a theological or ethical field of research. The New Testament was written in a culture far more group-oriented than ours and in a world where tradition was valued over innovation and what most people wanted in a religion was antiquity and a proven quality of benefit, not something “new” that would be characterized by most as a “superstition,” not to mention illicit. On top of all this, we are talking about documents written by pious Jews or, possibly in one or two cases, God-fearers.

The social conditions under which these documents were written by these people, in a world where they were a tiny and suspected minority, are such that there would have been considerable pressure to “get their story straight,” and dangerous variations in theology or ethics would have been dealt with severely, and in fact were. A moment’s glance at how Paul in the early 50s dealt with severe ethical violations in 1 Corinthians 5–6, counseling expulsion and shunning, or how the elder in the 80s dealt with christological aberration in 1-3 John ought to make clear that although the social boundaries of the community were somewhat porous in this evangelistic sect because they wanted more members, the intellectual or thought-world boundaries were much more tightly drawn that many modern scholars might think. A good clue that this was the case right across the movement is the way various New Testament authors talk about apostasy.

For example, in Hebrews 6 and 10 the author says that someone who commits apostasy cannot be restored, and for such a person there is no more atonement or forgiveness for sins. Or, in 1 John 5 the author talks about “the sin unto death” in the context of speaking about christological and ethical error. Or in the Pastoral Letters we hear about various people who are said to have made shipwreck of their faith. Or in Acts we hear about the consequences of lying about one’s resources (Acts 5) and about Simon Magus practicing magic (Acts 8). Equally revealing is the way false teachers are viewed and spoken of in an early document such as Jude, which is recycled at the end of the century in 2 Peter. At the ideational and ideological levels, then, there was considerable concern, and fencing practices were employed to keep the theological and ethical thought world pure, and such practices were engaged in by a wide variety of leaders. All this is a normal part of identity formation for a new sectarian religious group, and it was all the more crucial because this one was highly evangelistic and did not want Gentiles to assume that the Christian faith was much like Greco-Roman religions.

By this I mean that for the most part, beliefs were not the heart of ancient religion, whether Greco-Roman or even the religions that came out of the ancient Near East. Priests, temples, sacrifices, and ritual were the heart of almost all these religions. Orthopraxy rather than orthodoxy was the prime concern, and here, again, praxis refers not primarily to ethics in the normal sense, but rather to religious and ritualistic behavior. As Rodney Stark puts it, Roman religion failed to support the moral order. “The same applied to Greek religion: the Greeks did not regard morality as God-given, but of human origins—‘Greek gods do not give laws.’ ”11 How very different this was from Jewish religion, including Christianity. Ethical instruction, including laws, was at the heart of what the God of the Bible gave his people. Notice also: “Given that their societies were abundant in profound written philosophies, it is remarkable that the traditional Greek and Roman religions had no scriptures. ‘They had no written works which established their tenets and doctrines, or provided explanation of their rituals or moral prescription for their adherents.’ ”12 It follows from this that it would have been obvious to ancients that Christians cared tremendously about getting their theological and ethical beliefs correct; indeed, they needed to be seen to be “by the book,” the book being Scripture, or at least according to the gospel of the apostolic witnesses.

One of the things that made Christianity stand out from many ancient religions then was precisely its insistence on a strong belief system with reasonably clear boundaries. Of course, it shared this with some subdivisions of its religious parent, Judaism, but this was worlds apart from the essence of most pagan religions, which had to do with placating deities and imploring them for things such as health, wealth, wisdom, and the usual things that make for a good life. This is so very clear when one does a detailed study of what the word salvation actually means in such religions: healing, rescue, and other this-worldly things.13 The concern, then, with the thought world and the need for reasonably precise articulation of theology and ethics is an important, I would say crucial, factor in the rise of Christianity in the first century. In order to convert others, one needed to be consistent and clear. And what was abundantly clear was that “for Jews, Christianity added to their religious capital; for Gentiles, Christianity required that they replace their capital.”14 It is therefore all the more remarkable that apparently most of the converts to Christianity were Gentiles not Jews, which may be as much of a commentary on the weakness of paganism in various regards as on the attraction of Christianity.

What, then, prompted conversion and the embracing of this considerable theological and ethical belief system that would make a Christian in Antioch or Corinth or Rome or Jerusalem distinguishable from the myriad of other devotees to other religions? The answers are various and must include the affective conversion as well as the intellectual conversion of persons, and one must talk about the social conversion as well, by which I mean that the communal life of love, self-sacrifice, and sharing surely was a powerful incentive to convert to Christianity. Our concern here is with the intellectual or ideational side of the equation. I am suggesting that the tight social networks of early Christianity make clear that discussions about Christian belief and behavior did not take place in isolated conventicles, but rather much trafficking of ideas took place such that there was clearly enough a large group of core beliefs and behaviors endorsed by all, or nearly all, and a traveling Christian would expect, for example, that much the same things would be said about Jesus as Lord in Antioch as would be said in Rome. We may call this shared thought world with reasonably and recognizably clear boundaries “proto-orthodoxy” and “proto-orthopraxy.” The upshot of all this is that the social context of any religion becomes crucial to understanding the meaning of the key terms in its symbolic universe and then grasping its narrative thought world. Words and ideas do not exist in some splendid isolation from social context. Indeed, it is the larger social context and not merely the immediate literary context that provides the necessary clues as to how what was for the most part common or familiar terms were being used by this or that rhetor or writer.




FROM OLD TESTAMENT THEOLOGY AND ETHICS TO NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY AND ETHICS: A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE


The issue of the interrelationship of the two Testaments and their respective thought worlds, old and new, is a vexed one in many regards. For one thing, the practice of delineating an “Old Testament theology” has overwhelmingly been a Christian enterprise and, more specifically, mostly a Protestant one, given who the major practitioners have been.15 Even on a cursory glance of what are usually seen to be the major elements of Old Testament theology (e.g., God in relationship to humanity and the world as both creator and redeemer, and God’s special relationship with Israel), it is perfectly clear that while there are elements of continuity between Old Testament theology and New Testament theology, there are even more elements of discontinuity. A few illustrations will have to suffice.

At the very heart of the New Testament thought world is Jesus Christ, and yet in the Old Testament there is little discussion of messianism in general or a messiah in particular, at least directly. The term māšîaḥ hardly ever occurs, and then when it does, as in Isaiah, it is applied to an unexpected party: Cyrus the Persian is called “the anointed one” of God (Is 45:1)! Furthermore, what the New Testament means by “Christ,” particularly in its insistence on a crucified and risen messiah, is at variance with what probably the majority of early Jews expected of a redeemer or messiah figure.16

This is not to say that there is not plenty of material in the Old Testament that could be and would be used for messianic purposes and the crafting of a messianic worldview, but that is a different matter. Messianic redeemer figures are not at the heart of Old Testament theology; rather, Yahweh is. And here is where we note that for all the interest in the monarchy, in Saul and his successors, and in the later northern kings of Israel, the king was not, properly speaking, a subject that belonged to the discussion of God and to God-talk, for the king, however inspired or exalted or glorious, even David and Solomon, was always viewed as merely mortal. A messiah that had some sort of divine nature and status could never be seen as just another king in the line of David.

I suspect that this is one of the reasons that in Old Testament studies a “history of Israel” approach has often replaced an “Old Testament theology” approach to the material. The discussion of the patriarchs, prophets, judges or kings, while often ethically interesting, does not, properly speaking, fall into the provenance of what Christians mean by theology in the narrow sense of the word, even though there is a narrative thought world generating things like the material we find in the so-called Former Prophets (1-2 Samuel, 1-2 Kings, 1-2 Chronicles). However surprising it may seem, the Old Testament has far more to say about the patriarchs and Israel and human beings in terms of direct discourse than it has to say about Israel’s God. Yes, there is a particular focus on the divine-human encounter, but very little direct interest is shown in theologizing in the sense of describing in detail the traits or attributes of God. The portrait of God in the Old Testament has to be assembled largely from indirect evidence or passing remarks, or God’s character is repeatedly revealed in and by what God does (see, e.g., Ex 6; Deut 4). It is hard to imagine an entire book in the New Testament that, like the book of Esther, never mentions God directly.

A second illustration of the discontinuity between the Testaments comes when one is examining what is said about the afterlife and the other world. Until we get to the exilic and postexilic writers of the Old Testament, there is precious little discussion of any sort of positive afterlife, much less a discussion of heaven or hell in the Old Testament. The concept of Sheol, or the land of the dead, is miles apart from the prevalent focus in the New Testament not only on eschatology, a future final state on earth that has some analogy in some of the later prophetic material in the Old Testament, but also on a viable other world—heaven and hell or Gehenna. Speaking generally, the New Testament is a much more “otherworldly” collection of writings, whereas the focus in the Old Testament tends to be much more on the present world. Naturally, this affects the theologizing in various ways and respects.

Third, the Old Testament contains not even a nodal or an incipient doctrine of the Trinity, despite the best efforts and allegorizing of various Nicene and post-Nicene church fathers to find such a notion there. There is, however, without question, a clear incorporation of Christ into God-talk in the New Testament, and also the Holy Spirit is portrayed as a person within the scope of the divine being in the New Testament. In other words, we have the raw materials for, and the beginnings of the articulation of, a trinitarian view of God in the New Testament. Old Testament images of God and his royal retinue or court, or God and his elect angels such as the “angel of the Lord,” are hardly precursors to such thinking, or at best are rather feeble foreshadowings of such thinking. Typology, when attempted in the New Testament (e.g., Hebrews), seems far more plausible and doing less violence to the meaning and actual substance Old Testament texts than does the later Christian allegorizing of the whole Old Testament.

There was a Copernican revolution in the thinking of the early Jews who became followers of Jesus not only in regard to messiah, but also in regard to God, the end times, and a host of other subjects. There is no way that New Testament theology can be seen as a mere natural development or even just a fulfillment or further progression of the theologizing found in the Old Testament, though indeed there are some strong elements of continuity (the idea of a single deity, the idea of an elect or chosen people with whom God has a special covenantal relationship, the idea of a creator and redeemer God who keeps intervening in world affairs, especially in the life of his people).

Telling is the way God is named in the Old Testament compared to the way God is named in the New Testament. In the Old Testament, we are hard pressed to find much evidence of God being called “Father,” much less prayed to as Father, but this is the dominant way God is named and addressed in the New Testament, which is a reflex of the unique relationship that Jesus believed he had with God and could pass on to his followers to a lesser degree, such that they too could address God as “Abba, Father.”17

More than a little revealing is the way the Old Testament texts are used in the New Testament. The distribution of use of texts is hardly even (the later prophetic books, especially Isaiah, and the Psalms are used the most by far, with some books, such as Esther, not even being mentioned), and most of the texts that are used are used with a christological focus and filter. Jesus is seen, broadly speaking, as the fulfillment of all the institutions of the Old Testament as well as all its future-oriented prophecies. All the promises of God are said to be “yes” in Jesus Christ (2 Cor 1:20). This led to some very creative use of the Old Testament indeed. For example, in Matthew 1 we see the employment of Isaiah 7:14 to explain the awkward fact of the virginal conception. It is the event in the life of Mary that prompted this after-the-fact rereading of the prophecy in a fresh way. The prophecy itself did not prompt the creation of a fictional story of a virginal conception. What we are dealing with is not prophecy “historicized” in such cases, but rather history looking for a prophetic home and backing.

The “fulfillment and completion” mentality with a focus on Christ and the eschatological age or kingdom that he was inaugurating is clear in numerous places in the New Testament. This comports entirely with the mentality that contrasts previous covenants and ministries with the new covenant or with the ministry of Christ (see, e.g., 2 Cor 3:1-18, the ministry of Moses versus the ministry of Paul in Christ; Gal 4, the tale of the Sinai covenant as bracketed by the Abrahamic and new covenants, which are linked; Heb 8, the new covenant making the previous ones obsolete). In other words, while New Testament theology is clearly enough dependent on and using the resources of the Old Testament and Old Testament theology to do its theologizing (for the Old Testament is its sacred text source [see 2 Tim 3:16]), what most stands out about these efforts are the fresh ways the material is used to serve what can only be called christological and Christian purposes.18 Although sometimes the larger context of an Old Testament quotation or allusion in the New Testament is presupposed as known, this is far from universally the case. Paul is hardly thinking of the larger context of Old Testament rules about fair treatment of animals when he suggests that ministers have as much right to be paid for their hard work as oxen have a right to eat some of the grain they thresh.

Nevertheless, the dependency of New Testament writers on Old Testament material for their ethicizing often seems clearer and involving less modification than it does for their theologizing. This is particularly clear in the recycling of some of the Ten Commandments and the Shema not only in the Gospels but also in Paul’s letters (see, e.g., Rom 12; 1 Cor 8:6). And yet not all of the Ten Commandments are reaffirmed in the New Testament (e.g., the Sabbath commandment), and huge chunks of Mosaic law are seen as no longer applicable—for example, the laws about sacrifice, clean and unclean, and the like no longer apply (on sacrifice, see Hebrews; on clean and unclean, see Mk 7:13-15; Acts 10), and the theology of holy war is entirely replaced in places by a theology of holy peace, so to speak, a theology of peacemaking, nonretaliation, and nonresistance (cf. Mt 5–7 to Rom 12, though see a small foreshadowing in 2 Kings 6:8-23). This is not entirely unexpected, since orthopraxy rather than orthodoxy was to the fore in early Judaism, and early Jewish ethics were easier to use and adapt directly for creating the social ethos of early Jewish Christian communities. Yet even so, modifications were underway almost from the outset when it came to praxis or rituals, particularly the adapting and morphing of Passover ideas and praxis into the Lord’s Supper meal, and the adapting of early Jewish water rituals and baptismal practices (particularly John’s) to provide the entrance ritual of Christian baptism (see, e.g., Acts 18–19; Heb 6:1-4).

What is clear from a close reading of the New Testament is that the Christian writers of these books seem far more preoccupied with theology proper than were various of the writers of Old Testament books and, for that matter, of contemporary early Jewish writers such as the authors of the Maccabean corpus or Josephus, though clearly Philo has more philosophical and theological bones than some of his early Jewish peers.

How had a focus largely on praxis and ethics in early Judaism been so significantly changed as to shift to a historical person, Jesus, and theologizing about that person and his ramifications for reconceptualizing the rest of theology and ethics? This rather dramatic change in worldview has to be accounted for as a historical phenomena. I suggest that this trajectory was already set in motion by the life, words, and work of Jesus, and particularly by his self-presentation of his messianic self-understanding. All this theologizing about Jesus is explicable and understandable if Jesus himself provided the impetus and some of the initial substance in this direction. It is rather inexplicable if Jesus was some nonmessianic figure who never made any extraordinary claims either directly or indirectly. Especially inexplicable is any attempt to valorize Jesus’ shameful crucifixion positively if it was not already believed that he was someone unique, messianic, special.

What all this should tell us is that while the writers of the New Testament are well grounded in and regularly draw from their Hebrew Scriptures to do their theologizing and ethicizing in their Christian worldview, the Old Testament material does not function the same way as it did for various other early Jewish groups that had not affirmed the messiahship of the historical person Jesus of Nazareth. In other words, it is the Christian experience of things, particularly of the life, death, and resurrection appearances of Jesus, and their later worship experiences as well that have caused a rather clear and dramatic reconfiguration of even the basic lineaments of Old Testament thought.

In short, while one can talk about some considerable continuity between the theologizing and ethicizing found in the Old Testament and New Testament, it is the discontinuity that often stands out the most, and this is because of the ongoing effects of the Christ-event on these writers’ lives, not only in regard to the memory of the Jesus of history, but also because of the ongoing encounter in worship, vision, and life of the Christ of faith.

When the New Testament writers talk from time to time about a new covenant and a new relationship with God, this is precisely what they mean, not merely a renewed form of some old covenant. One of the clearest proofs of this is that beginning with Jesus and continuing on through the New Testament writers, Israel is generally seen as lost and in need of salvation or redemption from God. Not just the Jewish sinners, but even the saints, such as the pious Nicodemus, are called to conversion (see Jn 3), and when there is a discussion about how one gets into the community of Jesus, it focuses on new birth or new creation, which, call it what you like, is a way of talking about conversion, not merely a continuation or a renewal of a previous relationship that one had with God. One does not use the language previously applied to proselytes to Judaism to all persons unless one is emphasizing the new beginning, the new community, the need to be born anew as the most crucial thing for all persons.

True enough, this can be called “the restoration of Israel” (Lk 24:21), but it is restoration through redemption in Christ. The discussion in Romans 9–11, though complex, makes clear that even a former Pharisee such as Paul is prepared to talk about the temporary breaking off of Jews who do not accept Jesus from the people of God, with the hopes of grafting them back into the people of God eschatologically, but on the same terms and basis on which Gentiles come into the Christian community: by grace through faith in Jesus and by the pure mercy of God. Even Paul does not envision two peoples of God with two sets of promises and prophecies applied to each; rather, his vision is of Jew and Gentile united in Christ (Gal 3:28; Eph 2) both in the present and at the eschaton.

What this means is that early Christianity, largely composed of Jews well into the first century, was a very sectarian group, an offshoot of early Judaism transplanted into new soil rather than simply a natural growth and development or just another form of early Judaism, not least because the earliest followers of Jesus made rather exclusive claims about their views, their Savior, their community as the people of God, and so on. True enough, they saw this not as a replacement or supersessionist theology and ethic, but rather as a completionist theology and ethic. However, once the church became predominantly Gentile, this way of doing theology and ethics inevitably would sound like supersessionism to non-Christian Jews, as it does to this very day, and the praxis of the church would simply reinforce that impression.

To draw this discussion to a conclusion: New Testament theology and ethics have no other major written source of their substance from an earlier era than the materials found in the Old Testament. However—and this is a big “however”—what most colors, determines, and shapes the thought world of the New Testament writers is the new thing that God has been and is doing in Jesus, including a particular focus on both the person and works of Christ, both as the historical Jesus and as the exalted Lord, and a strong and repeated focus on Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection.

In some ways, the collections of Jesus’ sayings, the early creedal statements, the christological hymns, and the catena of Old Testament quotations seen in a christological light, as written sources, are more determinative of what is being claimed in the New Testament in regard to theology and ethics than simply the materials carried over and reaffirmed from the Old Testament. This reveals the default and starting point of these writers and also explains why I am approaching this material not by beginning with a rehearsal of Old Testament theology and ethics, but by beginning with what we find in the New Testament itself and relating it to its various source materials. New Testament theology and ethics deserve to be studied in their own right, not merely seen as a development, however logical or natural of Old Testament theology and ethics. Indeed, unless we approach the matter that way, it is doubtful that we will be ever able to explain the distinctive character of the material.




A CONCISE REVIEW OF KEY LITERATURE


I have reserved for the present volume a brief review of key literature relevant to the discussion of New Testament because it is easy to get swallowed up by the debate and dialogue of one scholar with another and never actually deal directly with the New Testament texts. I did the latter in the first volume, but here is the place for dialogue and critique of recent efforts of relevance to the study of New Testament theology and ethics.

Here I must list some problems with Kevin Vanhoozer’s approach to doctrine and theology, though I have learned much from his work.19 There are problems with seeing the Bible as a theo-drama. A drama or play, by its nature, while it may mime or depict reality, is not reality. In fact, it is a literary fiction. These problems are only exacerbated if one begins to talk about the “drama” as if it were a one-actor play, the actor being God, to which we simply respond with gratitude or applause as God enters and exits the stage, or if one talks about the drama as if it involved a predetermined script from which none of the actors can or should vary.

Vanhoozer says, for example, “Theology must come to grips with the Bible as performative rather than simply informative discourse. . . . The biblical theo-drama owes its shape to the divine promise that generates the action. . . . God’s promise establishes his covenant with Israel. This confirms the evangelical principle that God’s speech and action are prior to theology’s speech and action. Second, the Bible is Scripture—the authoritative word of God—precisely because it is a word for which God assumes the rights and responsibilities of authorship. The church’s script is ultimately a matter of divine discourse.”20 In Vanhoozer’s view, we need take little account of how and whether Israel responds to God’s act of covenanting. God says it, and that settles it. Although I would not deny that God’s action is prior to our response or even that God’s action enables our response, I would not want to say that God’s promise determines how we respond.

Furthermore, God inspires the human biblical authors to speak truthfully about a whole host of subjects, but certainly God is not the sole author of this material, and the way he works with his human authors is, for the most part, by way of inspiration, not dictation. There are not two speakers or two levels of discourse in this material, but only one: the divinely inspired human voice—unless, of course, we are talking about a prophetic oracle. To fail to take into account the human authors involved in the writing of this script or even to minimize their contribution as if it were not substantial is a problem.21 The Bible is a revelation from God and thus indeed is true information that can produce transformation. This is so, however, not because of the inherently performative character of divine speech; it is so because the truth, in the hands of the Holy Spirit and in the lives of those who are open to it, changes things.

Then, too, the problem with this drama image is that it ignores that there are many actors in the drama of redemption, of which God is only the overwhelmingly most important one. God not merely calls, exhorts, and redeems people; he insists that they participate in their own redemption and indeed in the redemption of others. Doubtless, an omnipotent God could have done it unilaterally and otherwise than God has done it, but God did not take such an approach. Thus, in order to talk about the drama of redemption and be truly biblical, one needs to list all the dramatis personae, even if the actors other than God are dependent on God and play minor roles in comparison to God.

The problem is further exacerbated if one looks at Scripture as the script of the drama, when in fact much, perhaps most, of Scripture describes what God has already done in human history, and only a minority of texts provide a script of what is yet to come. A script for a play is never written after the fact on the basis of observing the play; rather, it provides the blueprint for doing the play in the first place. The Gospels and the book Acts do not work prospectively like a script for a play. They work retrospectively, telling us what God has done in Christ when the time had fully come. In other words, they work like biography or historical monograph, not like a script for a drama. In sum, Vanhoozer is using the wrong narratological language or analogy to talk about these things, and by this I mean a language that does not comport with the genre and character of the New Testament documents themselves. It is fine to talk about the Bible informing us of the story of which we are a part and then to say that we improvise our roles on the basis of that story and the instructions and even demands that come with the story, but this is rather less than Vanhoozer wants to assert, it appears.22

For my part, then, it seems better to talk about narrative rather than the drama. Narrative can be just as dramatic as drama, often more so. Narratives, even of surprising or unfortunate events, are mostly retrospective in character, just as the first five books of the New Testament are, and the first five-plus books of the Old Testament as well. It is prophecy that is mostly prospective in character. But New Testament prophecy provides us only with a very limited blueprint of a very sketchy sort about the future. You could never deduce your full role in the “drama” from reading Mark 13 or the book of Revelation. You really need the New Testament Letters to help with that.

Vanhoozer tries to make a distinction between drama and narrative in that drama involves speaking and acting, whereas narrative involves just narrating, a form of speaking. This distinction does not work, especially in the setting of first-century culture, where reading was done out loud and where narrating as a storyteller was an action, often a dramatic action if you were a good storyteller. We must envision the Gospel narratives being performed orally with some rhetorical skill, not because they thought it was a play, but because they wanted it to be a rhetorically persuasive and effective communication. Notice in one-man performances of a Gospel like Mark that it involves both words and brief actions and gestures as the narrative comes to life. This is not because it is a play with various actors and parts, but because it is being effectively narrated. A fitting conclusion to this part of the discussion is Richard Burridge’s cautionary words as he argues for a narrative rather than drama approach to the New Testament: “Some people describe the gospel as ‘tragic’ or ‘dramatic,’ without recognising that they do not contain any of the formal elements required for ancient drama, such as being in verse, using a chorus and actors and so forth. Such ‘adjectival’ descriptions of a work are really about its mode; thus something which is written in the genre of a ‘biography’ or an ‘epistle’ may be tragic or dramatic or historical or elegiac in its mode.”23


Frank Thielman

Other sorts of problems attend more traditional efforts at doing New Testament theology, of which Frank Thielman’s fine book is an example.24 Most of what he presents is not “the theology of the New Testament” (despite his book title), but rather samplings of the theologizing of the individual witnesses within the New Testament. This can be seen as theology in the New Testament, but not a theology of the New Testament. The latter implies a synthetic presentation of the whole in some sense and fashion. His book does not do this except briefly at a few junctures and at the end. This is all too common in such textbooks.




I. Howard Marshall

A good deal more needs to be said about Howard Marshall’s important study. Marshall argues that “the aim of students of New Testament theology is to explore the New Testament writers’ developing understanding of God and the world, more particularly the world of people and their relationship to one another.”25 This definition is broad enough to cover a lot of approaches, but I want to highlight the word “developing.” Marshall is quite right in this, and he is getting at something important. The New Testament itself is not a self-contained theology or ethics textbook; rather, it provides us with samples, examples, and trajectories of thought that can and ought to be pursued further. It is a historically conditioned and occasional document.

Marshall goes on to describe what a good effort at studying New Testament theology would look like: “The initial task of a theology of the New Testament is to make a collection of the theologies that may be presumed to come to expression in its various documents.”26 But is a theology of the New Testament or of the early church simply a collection of studies of the theologies of different believers brought together within the covers of one book, or must there not be some comparison between them to establish whether the several theologies form a unity, sharing the same basic understanding, however much they may differ in the ways in which they express it or in the details of the content? “It is surely the duty of the New Testament theologian to attempt some comparison of the outlooks of the writers in order to ascertain how far there is such an entity as the theology of the New Testament, and if so what this entity might be.”27 I agree with this conclusion, and this certainly describes a good deal of the task undertaken in the present volume along with the parallel task of seeing what New Testament ethics might look like.

One of the most helpful aspects of Marshall’s work is that he understands that even if one is doing a synthetic look at New Testament theology or New Testament ethics, this does not mean that one strips all the context away from these various documents, leaving us with a pile of similar ideas or concepts. He therefore clusters the synthetic discussion appropriately. For example, he compares the Synoptic theologies to one another and to Acts because of their use of the same material in various ways, or their use of the same methodology in handling the source material. He also compares the Johannine material because it seems to arise from the same ethos and sources. This genre-sensitive and source-sensitive approach is what is needed in a synthetic approach to either New Testament theology or New Testament ethics. I intend to follow his lead in some of this at the appropriate juncture in my discussion.




Philip Esler

To his credit, we find something quite different and creative going on in Philip Esler’s work.28 Esler is fully committed to a belief that there must be a historical investigation of what messages New Testament writers conveyed in their works. By this he means that a systematic theology approach, or even a “theo-drama” approach that denudes the theological discussion of its historical givenness, is a nonstarter for him. One of the great merits of Esler’s work is not merely that it provides a social analytical way of looking at New Testament thought, but that he rightly stresses that belief and behavior are as intertwined as feelings and thinking, and so there are cognitive, evaluative, and emotive dimensions to belonging to a group such as “the body of Christ.” Thus he rightly stresses,

Just as there is a lot more to social identity than group beliefs, so too there is much more to being a Christian than holding this belief (vere Deus vere homo). First, there are other beliefs that are important, such as how the cosmos and human beings originated, the manner in which they should interact, and the ultimate destiny for the cosmos and humanity. Second, and perhaps more important, there are behavioral patterns that are presented as Christian. . . . These patterns include a relationship with God expressed in prayer and ways of relating to other people. Third, for some Christians, there is the continuous annual cycle of Christian liturgy. Fourth, there are the emotional and evaluative dimensions of being a Christian.29


Esler rightly objects to the reductionism and strip mining of texts in the service of a theological cause. He puts it this way: “The whole process is like a mining operation. Areas with a rich lode of the right ore (passages containing the theological concepts prioritized by the exegete) are dynamited and excavated (the act of exegesis) and the minerals separated (the act of interpreting the exegetical results) from the rock (the text under discussion), thus leaving nasty scars on the landscape (the text) and desolate heaps of tailings (the remnants of texts thought irrelevant).”30

In contrast to the usual approach, Esler sets out what he identifies as an interpersonal approach to New Testament theology and ethics. By this he means that contemporary believers are part of an ongoing living people of God and can have communion and community and indeed communication with the previous members of this community, which includes having a dialogue with the various New Testament witnesses. Writings have the effect of maintaining personal presence (not just the presence of ideas) over a distance of time or space or both.

One of the merits of Esler’s approach is that he rejects an atheological approach to New Testament theology and ethics. He especially deplores “the advocacy of a theological perspective adopted in advance of the historical interpretation of the Bible,” and he is equally adamant in opposing “ascribing to history an inadequate function.”31 In this case, he is rightly critiquing not merely dogmatism but certain canonical approaches to “biblical” theology, including some of the efforts of Francis Watson. In contrast to this, Esler offers an approach to theology that “finds in its ecclesiology the principles of interpretation and meaning.”32

One of the more crucial things that Esler is opposing is any and all forms of the disembodied approach to the text of the New Testament. For example, he argues,

There is a personal dimension to the works of the Old and New Testaments that I find impossible to ignore. This attitude makes me unsympathetic, for example, to claims that the intentions of the those who composed these works are of no consequence, that once they were published they became entirely disconnected from their authors, or that when we read them we are at complete liberty to impute or create meaning rather than attending carefully to the meanings these works conveyed to their original audiences.33


If God is being in relationship, something that connotes not instability or flux but rather communion of a plurality in unity, then Esler suggests that perhaps a relational model of doing theology and ethics is more in keeping with the nature of God. It is interesting how he uses the “I-Thou” concepts of the Jewish mystic Martin Buber to talk about the plurality within the Godhead.34

What Christianity needed was a conception of God that avoided Greek monism but also the radical gulf between God and the material world espoused by Gnostics. The answer came from pastoral theologians such as Ignatius of Antioch and Irenaeus who approached the being of God through the experience of the ecclesial community, of ecclesial being, especially as it was embodied in eucharistic practice.35


Such theologians argued that since God was a relational being, one could not talk about God without the concept of communion.

Equally, however, because human beings are created in the image of God in precisely this same way, their personhood involves being in relationship, and this means that both humans and God are interactive creatures and their beings are beings in relationship, not in isolation. Communion between the persons of the Trinity does not involve absorption, any more than relationship between humans need mean a lost of identity or individuality. Communion involves union without uniformity or singularity. Indeed, communion and union are only possible between distinguishable persons. Ethics in the light of this involves, among other things, behaving according to what we already are in relationship to God and each other. It also involves living in accord with the paradigmatic story of Jesus.

Esler also makes a distinction between literary and nonliterary texts and believes that the New Testament documents fall into the latter category. If by this he means that they are not texts created mainly for purely literary purposes (i.e., created as “literature”), he is right. They mainly have didactic and practical purposes. This does not mean that these texts do not have some literary qualities to them, but it does mean that we need to take seriously their oral and aural character and their practical nature. This is all the more the case when we are studying the theology or ethics of these documents. None of them were written primarily to entertain or for aesthetic purposes; rather, they were intended to instruct, persuade, illuminate, exhort, even transform.

In essence, Esler wants us to read the New Testament in communion with the saints, which means not merely paying attention to previous lines of interpretation and theological development, but interpreting the text as a part of the living body of Christ and so being amenable to its judgments, suggestions, urgings. Unfortunately, Esler gives only a small sample of how this seems to work at the interpretive level (looking at 1 Cor 10–14). Only at the end of the book do we find a brief discussion of a whole New Testament book, Romans, and here it finally becomes clearer how one can have a dialogue with the dead, in this case Paul.

Stressing the oral, nonliterary character of New Testament documents that links them closely to the notion of authorial intentionality (since they are specific words spoken into specific situations, not abstract poetry or the like), Esler says that Paul’s voice can be heard in his words, and that since Paul is still alive in the presence of the Lord, he is not a dead author, but a living one. The notion of the communion of the saints means not only that we must speak no ill of the dead, but also that we must respect them and their intentions as still living and still having a living voice through their writings. Thus, detailed contextual exegesis is necessary to actually hear that voice correctly. I agree with most of this, and I quite agree that detailed contextual study of New Testament documents can yield an understanding of these authors’ meanings as well as some of their intentions.





G. B. Caird

Oddly enough, Esler’s theory about the “living dead,” Paul and other saints still speaking today, provides a nice segue to dealing with G. B. Caird’s volume on New Testament theology, which in fact was composed in its present form by L. D. Hurst, after Caird’s death, based on draft chapters, fragments, hints, notes, related articles, and Hurst’s own expansions, hopefully in keeping with Caird’s thought.36 In a few ways, this is the most intriguing and creative of the volumes reviewed. Caird sees the New Testament writers as being like an apostolic council meeting, the members sitting around a table discussing crucial theological matters and hammering out their understanding of their unity, all the while allowing considerable diversity. In some ways, this is like my image of the choir singing the same the piece of music but in varying parts. The difference is that the choir image indicates a context of doxology, praise to our Maker, whereas Caird’s image suggests human dialogue or debate.

In one special respect I disagree with how Caird decided to handle the material. Thankfully, he rejected Bultmann’s idea that Jesus is merely the presupposition of New Testament theology, but his idea that Jesus should be treated last instead of as the catalyst for much of the New Testament seems to be a critical mistake. I agree with Caird that Bultmann was responsible for a good deal of what has been wrong with New Testament theology discussions over the last seventy-plus years, especially the denuding of such discussion from their historical context in various ways. But to his credit, Bultmann’s good synthetic mind was able to show that figures such as Paul did have a comprehensive and coherent thought world that led to a coherent presentation of theologizing and ethicizing into particular situations.

What none of these writers whose work I have briefly reviewed does, however, is deal with the underpinnings of the thought world expressed in these New Testament works. They are content to deal with the surface phenomena as we have it, not exploring the foundations of New Testament thought. I will address this issue in the next chapter.
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THE SYMBOLIC UNIVERSE OF JESUS AND THE
NEW TESTAMENT WRITERS


Theology . . . is for the sociology of knowledge a kind of knowledge that is the product of systematic reflection upon a symbolic universe, and indeed of reflection that serves to maintain that universe when it is in some kind of jeopardy, as for example from the threats of doubt, of disagreement, of competing symbolic universes.

NORMAN PETERSEN1






WHAT IS THE SYMBOLIC UNIVERSE OF JESUS AND THE NEW TESTAMENT WRITERS?

When I talk about a symbolic universe, I am referring to the fixed furniture in our mind from which we furnish our narrative thought world. Concepts such as God, sin, salvation, Israel, faith, heaven, hell, love, forgiveness, adultery, and truth, are examples of the mental furniture to which I am referring. I am specifically interested in the theological and ethical part of the mental furniture, not all parts of it. There is not world and time enough to deal with all the clutter in the mental attic of the early Christians who spoke and wrote material that made its way into the New Testament. To put it concisely, I am suggesting that all the New Testament writers shared the same basic early Jewish Christian symbolic universe. This is not always evident, as they articulate their symbolic universe in different narrative forms, have different urgencies and agendas, speak to different audiences, and use different forms of argumentation and persuasion.

There are, then, various reasons why the surface phenomena of, say, the letter of James appear different from that of the letter to the Galatians. Yet the truth is that these two very different short documents share a common symbolic universe. For example, in both documents we find the following: (1) “God” always refers to the Father, the one called “Yahweh” in the Old Testament. It does not mean, for example, Baal in one of these documents and Yahweh in the other. The two writers share a common theological symbolic universe at the most fundamental level. (2) When the two writers think of the concepts of both faith/trust and obedience, they think of Abraham. This means that they think in very specifically Jewish ways about what faith means. Again the symbolic universe is the same, but the way it is formed into narrative thought and exposition differs. (3) Perhaps most importantly, the Lord Jesus Christ is the whole reason why these authors are writing these documents and addressing these specific communities. Paul and James share at the most fundamental level a christological understanding of God and salvation and salvation history. Much of this is below-the-surface phenomena that we find in these documents. The commonality and unity are not immediately evident, and so it is possible to mistake different uses of the Abraham story for different purposes and emphases as some sort of theological tension or contradiction when it is not. Both authors believe in the priority of grace and faith, both believe faith works, and both believe in the obedience that flows forth from faith—the “obedience of faith.” “Justification,” if we want to use that anachronistic term, in neither Paul’s nor James’s narrative thought world stands alone. Paul did not believe that “justification” was the be-all and end-all of salvation. He also believed sanctification was necessary to salvation, and one aspect of that was working out one’s salvation with fear and trembling by means of obedience and good deeds. Indeed, justification for Paul has to do only with conversion or initial salvation, or new creation. The whole of salvation cannot and should not be subsumed under the banner of justification, even in Pauline theology. Real faith works, and real salvation that goes beyond conversion necessarily involves obedience and deeds. This is as true for Paul as it is for James.

I have chosen this particular initial example—perhaps the most controversial example I could choose from the New Testament on the issue of faith and obedience (“works”)—precisely because it needs to be stressed that the analysis of New Testament theology and ethics too often has been approached with the wrong sort of atomistic presuppositions. Having taken into account the symbolic universe shared by all the New Testament writers, one suddenly realizes that there is a much more profound unity to New Testament theology and ethics than previously imagined, even though it requires some probing to see this underground shared foundation on which all New Testament writers and speakers stand.

The only partial exception to this rule is Jesus himself. Since Jesus does not speak to us from after the Christ-event of death and resurrection, and since he is addressing non-Christian Jews (including his disciples, who are just beginning to head in the right direction), the foundation on which he stands, his symbolic universe, looks a bit different. I will need to say much more about this in due course. But even so, Jesus sees himself as the straw that stirs the drink. He is the game-changing performer. He is the kingdom-bringer. He is the Son of Man savior figure meant to establish dominion on earth forever. The events that will change the aeons and history as well stand before him, whereas for all the New Testament authors these first eschatological events stand behind them, and they have the benefit of hindsight and retrospective analysis.

When dealing specifically with a devout person’s religious symbolic universe, which is our concern in this project, we are dealing with something that, though not impervious to change, requires a Copernican revolution in one’s thinking to change in significant ways. By this I mean that it requires what most ancients thought was difficult if not impossible: conversion of the imagination to a new paradigm, not just individual new ideas. The writers of the New Testament share a paradigm shift in their religious thinking, some a more radical shift than others, and none more radical than Paul. One of the clearest signs of whether we are dealing with a seismic shift or with a more modest change is the degree to which a person continues trying to put the new things into the old Procrustean bed or paradigm. A good example of this is the persons we often call “Judaizers”—hardline Jewish Christians who insisted that all persons must become like them to be saved and so must keep the Mosaic law in detail, even if they are Gentiles.

Take, for example, how they are portrayed by Luke in Acts 15:1. Luke says that these folks went up to Antioch from Jerusalem and taught the Christian believers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.” This is expanded and clarified in Acts 15:5: “The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to obey the law of Moses.” Here are people who are not conjuring with a dramatic paradigm shift. For them, not only is Jesus the Jewish messiah, but also one must become a Jew, become Jewish, to get the real benefit of Jesus, even if one is a Gentile. Jesus becomes the factor that completes the old paradigm, and a drastic rethinking of the symbolic universe is not required.

Say what you will about Paul, he could see that the implications of Jesus were far more radical than that, particularly the implications of Jesus’ death and resurrection. It appears that some of the Judaizers thought that the coming of the messiah, though it did involve the coming of the end times, did not mean the coming of a new covenant in which there was more discontinuity than continuity with the past and with previous covenants. Either they thought that Jeremiah 31 was merely about a renewal of the old covenant (perhaps especially the Mosaic one) or they did not think that that particular prophecy yet applied. Paul begged to differ. A new covenant implied a new vision of God’s people united in Christ and no longer defined by ethnic, social or gender particularities (see Gal 3:28). Somewhere in between was the view of James that although Gentiles did not need to be circumcised or keep food and other Levitical laws, they did need to avoid pagan idolatry and immorality, which was at the heart of the Ten Commandments (see the decree in Acts 15). It may be that James thought that Jewish Christians needed to remain true to Torah, unlike Paul, who saw Torah observance as a blessed option for Jewish Christians, even a missional tactic at times (see 1 Cor 9), but not required even of Jewish Christians.

What needs to be noticed here is that some of these differences have to do with ways of thinking about orthopraxy (“How, then, shall we live?”), and some have to do with orthodoxy (“What shall we believe?”). I see no evidence of any significant number of early Christians who did not think that Jesus’ death and resurrection were crucial to salvation and changed some things quite drastically. It is just that some had not worked out all the implications of the Christ-event to the degree Paul had done. Some had a more converted or changed symbolic universe than others. But we have no New Testament writers who represent the extreme Judaizing point of view—not James, not the author of Matthew, not Jude, not anyone. To the contrary, all of these New Testament writers share to a great degree a common symbolic universe that has a christologically reformed shape, affecting everything—their view of God, people, world, and eschatological matters. The form of the world was passing away, and the new had already come. All the New Testament writers are convinced of this, and they stand on tiptoe waiting for what is next, especially when Christ returns. They are looking forward, not dwelling on or in the past. The model that I offer for consideration when it comes to the symbolic universe involves circles—intersecting circles (see fig. 2.1).
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Figure 2.1. Thought World of the New Testament




This is a form of Venn diagram. In this particular form we are dealing with multiple intersecting circles. All of the circles share a considerable amount of overlap in the center. And notice that the outer limits of all the thought worlds indicate that no one of these witnesses is dramatically out of sync with the others; were that not so, the larger circle of the thought world would have a bulge in one direction, ruining the concentric and basically well-rounded shape of the larger shared thought world. Because all of the witnesses as we have them are speaking into specific situations, the place where a particular circle is located in the configuration of the whole differs from the other circles. For example, the less Hellenized witnesses who are basically addressing Jewish Christians appear mostly on the bottom left side of the diagram, from Matthew down to 1-3 John. Jesus is found here as well, although he is addressing Jews on the way to becoming Jewish Christians. Those more in the Pauline orbit, and more clearly focusing on a largely Gentile audience, appear in the upper right side of the model, from Paul down to Mark, though interestingly the authors of Hebrews and 1 Peter share the Pauline perspective but are addressing Hellenized Jewish Christians in Rome and Asia respectively. The identity of the audience of the Fourth Gospel, though debatable, seems to be Diaspora Jewish Christians by and large. In the case of 2 Peter we have an encyclical to the whole church that reflects influence from both the more Jewish Christian and the more Pauline sides of the model. Paul and 2 Peter are at the top of the diagram for a good reason. In them we have the more universalizable form of the New Testament thought world, a form that could be addressed to Jews or Gentiles equally well.

All the authors of this material share the Old Testament, which, prior to their Christian faith, formed and furnished their religious symbolic universe. This is one of the main reasons why there is so much overlap between Jesus and his followers. They share a universe of discourse, although they have a difference in time frame that affects the perspective on that universe. But there is Jesus material and also events in Jesus’ story that are shared by these various witnesses as well. The overlap is not caused simply by the sharing of a common sacred text; they also share a common faith in Jesus and the Christ-event.

If we inquire as to how we know what is at the heart of their symbolic universe, we can derive an important clue by examining the rituals of the group, by which I mean baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Social historians remind us of a crucial point: rituals and ceremonies depict and encode at least some of the major values of the community that practices these exercises. We can learn much about the belief and behavior structure that is at the heart of early Judaism and early Christianity by asking questions such as these: What is depicted and said about rituals such as circumcision and baptism, on the one hand, and about ceremonies such as Passover and the Lord’s Supper, on the other? What values are inculcated by these procedures? For example, it is no accident that both circumcision and Passover are associated with group-founding events: the inauguration of the Abrahamic covenant and the exodus Sinai events respectively. Nor is it an accident that Christian baptism is associated with aspects of Jesus’ death and the cleansing from sin, and that the Lord’s Supper is also associated with Jesus’ death and resurrection. What we see from rituals such as baptism is that the Christians believe in change happening in connection with the embracing of the death and resurrection of Jesus. Equally, we see from their Lord’s Supper ritual their belief that a new covenant has begun with Jesus.

Rituals and ceremonies are a form of symbolic proclamation, the Word made visible, of the community’s most sacred beliefs and values. In the cases of Judaism and Christianity, these sorts of rituals and ceremonies are linked to historical and historic events, events that led to the foundation of the community in the first place. They are not, in the first instance, symbols of generic religious experiences. They have to do with historic covenanting acts and foundational redemption events. In this regard, they are quite different from various sorts of Greco-Roman religious rituals and ceremonies, including the rites of Isis or the Tauroboleum, or the Dionysian rites, or the mystery rituals. There is a difference between how rituals and ceremonies function in historically founded and grounded religions and in mythologically grounded ones. But what happens when a meal, or some sort of ceremony involving eating and drinking, becomes the central symbol of a faith? I say “central” advisedly, as boundary rituals are one thing, central ceremonies and symbols another.2 The latter especially allude to the central values and beliefs of a sect or religious group.

Meals, perhaps more than any other social event in antiquity, encoded the values of a society, or if it was a sectarian meal, of the sect itself. Although we might be prone to calling them “rules of etiquette,” something that Ms. Manners might expostulate on, in antiquity the rules and taboos that applied to meals were serious business. They dictated who would be invited to a meal, where they would sit, what they would eat, and the like. Such meals had pecking orders, with the elite guests reclining on the best couches and getting the best food, and the less prominent guests further from the head couches and the host of the dinner. As Mary Douglas puts it, “If food is treated as a code, the messages it encodes will be found in the pattern of social relations being expressed. The message is about different degrees of hierarchy, inclusion and exclusion, boundaries and transactions across boundaries. . . . Food categories therefore encode social events.”3

I suggest, then, that we learn a lot about the symbolic universe of the early Christians from examining their rituals, and from this we discover that everyone seems to have assumed that the death and resurrection of Jesus were at the heart of their faith and thought world. It was a given that theology, ethics, and praxis would be done in the light of those central christological realities. Few were actually arguing about or contesting this approach, and when a test or false teaching did arise that touched the christological core of the faith, such as we see in 2–3 John or Jude or 2 Peter, the response was swift and decisive. No challenge to the core values in the symbolic universe was to be allowed. People who did not believe that Jesus was the Christ who came in the flesh, died in the flesh, and rose again in the flesh or who did not believe in conversion or the new eschatology and new covenant would quickly find themselves no longer within the bounded circle of the Christian symbolic universe. The same applied to the rather rigorous ethical code of this community. Sometimes, of course, people had to be told that they were out of bounds, and no doubt some were put out of bounds as well. But the fact that we see this boundary-defining kind of behavior in a plethora of the New Testament witnesses, including Jesus himself according to our earliest Gospel, Mark, makes evident that getting the thought world straight was crucial when it came to a variety of theological and ethical and practical subjects.

In other words, there was already an incipient sense and form of what would come to be called orthodoxy and orthopraxy in the New Testament era itself, and it was shared in various significant ways by the authors of these documents. This is not because history is written by the “winners”; it is because this group of writers represented the full spectrum of the acceptable symbolic universe, and there were no whole Christian communities that represented markedly dissenting voices at this point in time when it came to the core values at the heart of the symbolic universe. There were, for example, no Q communities that focused only on the sayings of Jesus and not his death and resurrection, or Gnostic communities that tried to transmute and syncretize the Jewish substance of the gospel with Greco-Roman philosophy and other ideas. The latter development would come later in the second century, and the former does not appear to have happened at all.

If we ask the more particular question of how Jesus’ symbolic universe differs from that of his post-Easter followers, several things should be said in response. Jesus’ symbolic universe focuses on the Father, his dominion and his divine saving eschatological activity happening in and through Jesus’ own ministry. Jesus does have various important things to say about himself, but this is not at the absolute center of his thought world, nor is it emphasized as much as these other things just mentioned. Jesus was an early Jew, and of course he does not look back on his own death and resurrection as central to human history in the way his followers do. This is a matter of temporal perspective but also emphasis.

There is also the further issue that Jesus says a lot about Jewish ritual and religious matters (such as the issues of corban and of gleaning on the Sabbath) that simply do not come up in later Christian discussions, or at least in discussions referred or alluded to in New Testament documents, so far as we can tell. It is not improbable that Jerusalem Jewish Christians continued to talk about these things, but their discussions do not appear in the New Testament. And this brings us to a crucial point. We can reconstruct the symbolic universe of any of these figures only with the New Testament evidence that we have, and our evidence is quite clearly incomplete. We would love to know what Jesus thought about later issues—for instance, the later discussions of spiritual gifts such as speaking in tongues, or ethical issues such as whether his followers should eat meat offered to idols. Alas, there are many such issues that Jesus does not address, due in part to the overwhelmingly Jewish context of his ministry. So much of the rest of the New Testament assumes and addresses a broader audience, or at least an audience no longer (or never) within the orbit of non-Christian Judaism.

We do well, then, to consider at this juncture a rather extended glossary of terms, referring to staple items in the symbolic universe, that the witnesses listed above would have shared and indeed have taken for granted. This glossary differs some from that of other early Jewish groups due to the Jesus factor, but there are notable overlaps with other early Jewish communities, such as the one of Qumran.




GLOSSARY OF TERMS SIGNIFICANT IN THE SYMBOLIC UNIVERSE OF JESUS AND THE NEW TESTAMENT WRITERS



God

The most fundamental term in any monotheistic religious symbolic universe is, of course, God. What is meant by the term God in the New Testament? The answer may not be as self-evident as Christians today might think. The term never refers to “God in three persons, blessed Trinity,” as the famous hymn has it. It refers either to God the Father (the one identified as Yahweh in the Old Testament) or to Jesus the Son, in some seven cases. The Holy Spirit is not called theos in the New Testament, though the Spirit certainly is seen as part of the Godhead. And here we encounter a difficulty in discussing the symbolic universe of the New Testament: a glossary of mere terms will not cover the gamut of thought. This is why we need to ask how the thought is put together in the narratives and logic of the discourses found in the New Testament.

Why is it that it is the Father who is overwhelmingly designated as God in the New Testament? This requires a two-part answer. All the writers are either Jews or God-fearers (in Luke’s case, perhaps) who assume and subsume the basic Jewish lexicon into their own symbolic universe. Only one person is called “God,” properly speaking, in that early Jewish thought world, and it is Yahweh.

But the second part to the answer is more telling. Why is the term Father used so frequently of the Jewish God? Indeed, why is it used some 140 times in the Fourth Gospel alone especially in view of the dearth of such usage in the Old Testament and in early Judaism? Here we find one of those instances where Jesus’ own articulation of his thought world has changed the discourse of his followers. It is Jesus’ use of Abba that seems to have prompted his followers to use the term of intimacy so frequently.4 Here Jesus’ followers are not being original but rather are following the paradigm provided by their master teacher. It is Jesus himself who spurred the Copernican revolution in their thinking about God, as can be seen by the frequent use of the “Father” language in the New Testament.

Even as early as within about twenty years of Jesus’ death we find in 1 Corinthians 8:4-6 a christological reformulation of the Shema (Deut 6:4-5), the Jewish faith statement about God being one. Christians here are said to believe in one God, the Father, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, whereas the Shema referred the terms God and Lord to the same person. When change happens in the symbolic universe, even with as creative a thinker as Paul, it manifests itself through the modification of the existing faith statements, in this case the Shema. The old is not simply abandoned, it is transformed to incorporate the new.5

Assumed throughout the New Testament is that God is the creator and sustainer of the universe and indeed also is the one who saves people, intervening in human affairs. God plays a role from creation to new creation and in between as well. God is not in any way envisioned as a watchmaker deity who wound up the universe and then watched it tick away, leaving it alone. To the contrary, the God of the New Testament, as was true in the Old Testament, is the one who continues to come down and meddle in human affairs continuously through both natural and supernatural means. We can see this in the New Testament writers when they talk about the dominion of God coming on earth as in heaven. Dominion in this way of thinking does not merely refer to God’s reign in the abstract over his creation; it refers to the will of God being eschatologically enacted on earth in a world gone wrong, enacted through Jesus, and angels, and followers of Jesus. It involves an interactive model of God and world (preferring the term interactive to interventionist because the latter makes God seem like an occasional intruder in his own universe).

The New Testament writers also assume that God is at the beginning of the end of his dealings with his creatures. By this I mean all these writers are convinced that the eschatological events and things are in play in their lifetimes. And this leads to an important point. Do they see themselves as at the endpoint of proper discussion of God?

Although certainly the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are seen in various places and ways as God and as currently active in human history in the New Testament, we are still a long way from the reflections at Nicea or Chalcedon, much less from the later confessions. If we discuss the subject of “a trinitarian reading of the Bible,” we will have to define what we mean by “Trinity.” Is it the later, more refined and specified and defined term of creedal or confessional orthodoxy that we have in mind? Or do we mean by it the somewhat primitive and initial trajectories that we find pushing in this direction in the New Testament?

If we mean the latter, then we do not look for a discussion of homoousios in the New Testament in the same way we find such a discussion at Nicea. In other words, the later discussions can be said to be on a trajectory from the New Testament and in various ways to be consistent with what the New Testament says, but we cannot anachronistically claim that all of that later teaching is found in the New Testament. We cannot claim, then, that it is all part of “New Testament theology” any more than we can claim that the later discussions about no postbaptismal sins are already found in the New Testament. And if we say that an orthodox doctrine of God should be based on both the New Testament and later church tradition, what then happens to sola scriptura as the measuring rod of truth and orthodoxy? These matters are too little discussed. Even if we say that orthodoxy is “what the New Testament teaches and necessarily implies,” this still does not match up fully with the scope of the robust statements in the later creeds, statements about, for instance, the impassable God. There are some things in the later creeds and confessions that the New Testament seems to neither state nor imply. Indeed, there are some ideas that seem to be at odds with what the New Testament states about such matters (for instance, about the impassable nature of God).




Jesus

This may seem redundant at first, but the name Jesus in the New Testament refers to a human being. And in fact it always, with one possible exception, refers in the New Testament to the same human being, Jesus of Nazareth, even though the name Yeshua/Joshua was exceedingly common in that era.6 If ever there was a clear proof that all the New Testament writers are circulating in the same lexical neighborhood, this is it. Whenever the name Jesus shows up in the New Testament, and it does in almost all twenty-seven books, it refers to Jesus of Nazareth. This is proof positive, if any were needed, that all these writers are believing Christians.

How had an obscure manual laborer from Nazareth become a household name, on the tip of every New Testament writer’s pen, indeed so familiar and common that there is seldom any effort to explain to the audience who is meant? Furthermore, we very frequently find the name combined with the title Christ as if it were a second name; rarely do we have “Jesus the Christ,” but rather a preference for “Jesus Christ.” And this is true from the very earliest New Testament documents (Paul’s letters) right to the end of the canon in its latest document (see 2 Pet 3:18). Not only did all the New Testament writers share an understanding of who this person Jesus was historically, but also they believed profound theological things about him, and this was encapsulated in part by the word Christ or by a word such as Lord. Jesus was the Jewish messiah, but as we see in 2 Peter 3:18, this was taken to also mean, or be closely associated with the idea, that he was the only savior for the world in general as well. In other words, all the New Testament writers share a particular brand of messianic thinking, a brand that focuses on one historical figure who has already lived, died, and was believed to have been risen from the grave. This is so very different from early Jewish messianic prophecy, which essentially was forward-looking and occasionally fixated on a particular person such as Bar Kokhba but more often was indefinite, as we see at Qumran. In short, the New Testament writers think that the messiah has already come—and gone! But they also believed that he would be back again. This was indeed a very particular—many Jews would have said very peculiar—kind of Jewish messianism. It was peculiar because of who Jesus was, where he came from, what he did, and especially because of how his life came to an end, since the vast majority of early Jews did not seem to be expecting a crucified messiah. But this brings us to the cross.




The Cross/Tree

Paul, in a moment of painful honesty, tells us that the initial general reaction to the preaching of a crucified messiah was rejection and ridicule. He puts it this way: “But we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles” (1 Cor 1:23). Notice: it is not merely “Christ died,” or even “Christ killed,” or even “Christ martyred,” but “Christ crucified.” This was indeed a shameful message, but it was one dwelt on and explained in numerous different ways in the New Testament. The Gospels can rightly be identified as passion narratives with long introductions, as each of them spends one-third or more of its account on the events of Jesus’ last week, leading up to the crucifixion and its sequel. Acts repeatedly returns to this theme in numerous speeches. Paul’s letters repeatedly resound with the message of Christ crucified and risen. We find profound meditation on the death of Christ in 1 Peter, in Hebrews, and in Revelation, where the slain Lamb is also the Lion of Judah. Yes indeed, the New Testament writers, from the least to the greatest, shared not merely a general Jewish religious vocabulary, but a specifically christologically reconfigured one, reconfigured by the actual course of events in the life of Jesus, which changed the form of messianic expectations and the expression of messianic theology.

So familiar was this sort of discussion in early Christianity that all one had to do was talk about the cross or the tree, and immediately the audience knew which tree, which cross, which crucifixion was alluded to, in a Roman Empire full of crosses and executions. Notice the use of “tree” language (without further explanation) in the earliest layers of the kerygma in some of the early sermons of Acts (Acts 5:30; 10:39; 13:29; cf. Gal 3:13). We seldom feel the impact of this abrasive and offensive language and message today as it would have been felt in the first century. To the outsider, it must have seemed as if Christians were masochistic, glorying in their shame. So far as we can tell, only Jesus’ followers saw something redemptive or atoning in human crucifixion and, in particular, in Jesus’ crucifixion.




The Substitutionary Sacrifice of a Human Being

The idea of human sacrifice was basically abhorrent to early Jews, unless one meant by that the notion of an honorable martyrological death, such as the Maccabees experienced on the battlefield (see 2 Macc 7). Even so, such deaths were seen, in the main, not as sin offerings but rather as substitutionary sacrifices necessary to save the nation. When a Jew needed to offer a sacrifice for sin or atonement, it was always an animal that would be chosen, not a human being. Even the story of Isaac involved God intervening and substituting an animal so that Isaac would not need to be sacrificed. There is something very new, then, about the early Christian way of conceptualizing the death of Jesus on the cross as a substitutionary sacrifice for sin, and indeed even a ransom for the many, as Jesus himself called it (Mk 10:45). Many theological images and ideas were applied to the death of Jesus, but most of them included the notion that somehow Jesus’ death helped reconcile God and humankind and took care of the sin problem, though the specifics were not always clear (cf. 1 Tim 2:5-6; 1 Pet 1:2-10). Yet we find such ideas in various forms in all four Gospels, sporadically in Acts, replete in Paul’s letters, profoundly discussed in 1 Peter, Hebrews, and Revelation, and not absent from the other epistolary literature either, even though it is very ad hoc in character.

Jesus never was seen by these earliest Christians as just a teacher/sage or just a miracle-worker. There was something about his very life, his very nature, his death, and his resurrection that was seen as theologically and ethically so profound that it reoriented a worldview. Paul states emphatically that if Jesus did not die and rise again, then Christian faith is in vain, and we are “still in our sins” (1 Cor 15:17). This last phrase is telling. It suggests that atonement was made and sinners were transformed not just by the death of Jesus, but by his death and resurrection and the benefits that accrued from these events. Substitutionary human sacrifice (followed by vindication in the form of resurrection) proved to be the unexpected but necessary and sufficient means of human redemption. In 1 Tim 2:5 we have it in formulaic terms in yet another christological modification of the Shema: “For there is one God and one mediator between God and humankind, Christ Jesus himself being human, who gave himself as a ransom for all.” If it was one for all, then it must also be once for all time, making all other sacrifices superfluous. It was left to a Pauline coworker to spin this out more fully in his homily to the Hebrews and to rightly see what the implications of this would be for how the Mosaic covenant and its laws must now be viewed. A better covenant, with a better mediator, a better sacrifice, and a better outcome had appeared, eclipsing all that came before and making unnecessary any successors or subsequent similar efforts at redemption.

In an extraordinary tour de force, John of Patmos stressed not only that Jesus was the slain Lamb of God, but also thay he remained the slain Lamb standing in glory in heaven, applying the benefits of his death from there in heaven to believers everywhere, just as the author of Hebrews’ high priest is said to do in that document. There is a compatibility to the way the cross is viewed by the various New Testament writers, and none of them are suggesting that the death of Jesus on the cross is not of prime significance for Christian thought. This idea is so deeply entrenched in the early Christian symbolic universe that not even the odium of severe shame associated with crucifixion could prevent Christians from proclaiming it far and wide. In the non-Christian catacombs we see a pagan reaction to this in a depiction of a donkey on a cross with a soldier kneeling and worshiping it, with the inscription saying that the soldier worships his God. But at least the graffito had gotten it right. Christians did indeed worship Jesus as God, and that included worshiping the crucified Jesus as divine even though he died in that hideous manner. What sort of profound conviction could have led Jews to believe in a God who not merely suffers but dies for his people?




Sin/Transgression

In a monotheistic honor-shame culture, the concept and indeed the sense of sin are omnipresent. Sin in such a society is a violation of God’s will, plan, law, commandments. And there were various gradations of sin: accidental sin, sins of anger, sins of ignorance, sins with a high hand and so on. Paul later made the distinction clear between sin and transgression, the latter being a willful violation of a known law. Paul saw the effect of the law on fallen people as turning sin into transgression and making it exceedingly sinful. This was not the intent or purpose of the law but nonetheless was its effect.

The whole discussion of sin was not merely a moral discussion; it was also a ritual and theological discussion, for there were rituals for dealing with sin, in particular sacrifices, hopefully atoning ones. Sin was always a sin against God and so was inherently a theological problem. There was also ritual impurity as well as moral impurity to contend with, and the two were intertwined in that world. The author of Hebrews stated rather emphatically that the Mosaic sacrifices dealt only with externals and could not give the sinner a clean conscience, but only a fresh start with God and others. This was contrasted with the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ (Heb 9).

Not surprisingly, there was also discussion of the relationship of sickness and sin, and Jesus had several things to say on the subject, not the least of which was that one could not make a one-to-one correlation between sickness and sin (i.e., one could not assume a person’s illness resulted from personal or parental sin [see Jn 9:1-2]). This association was hardly a surprise, since the original sin in the Genesis story was said to have prompted the penalty of death.

Humanity, in the view of all the New Testament writers, had a sin problem, an incurable sin problem until Jesus came along, and somehow Jesus’ death on the cross made a decisive difference in the battle against sin. The retrospective way that New Testament writers thought about this matter is clear: if Jesus’ death atoned for sins once and for all, then the previous sacrifices must have been of only temporal or temporary benefit at best. Some New Testament writers went as far as to say that before the death of Jesus there had been no atonement at all for deliberate premeditated sin (see Acts 13; Heb 9), and that this was one of the distinctive benefits of Jesus’ death that showed that it eclipsed what previous and other sorts of sacrifices had accomplished or could accomplish. Just as the effects of sin had been extensive and intensive on fallen human beings, so the atonement of Jesus was seen as having an extensive (once for all persons and for all time) and intensive effect (even cleansing the heart or conscience). As E. P. Sanders once put the matter, New Testament writers were reasoning from solution to plight, and the plight was grave.7 But this was not merely the woe of a private individual, for sin was most often an interpersonal matter from the beginning (see the story of Cain and Abel in Gen 4). Sin destroyed relationships and thus communion and community.

If we ask the question of why Jesus not only offered forgiveness of sins but also performed healings and exorcisms, the answer would have seemed rather obvious to people in Jesus’ world: he was attacking all of the effects of sin and its sources as well. He was attacking the whole nexus of things that bewitched, bothered, and bewildered humankind and alienated them from God. Sin was not merely a violation of God’s will; it was that which estranged human beings from God and made it impossible for them to relate properly to their deity. Sin, then, was viewed as something more than mere error or mistake; it was seen as an affront to a holy God, and assault on God’s principles and plan, a rejection of God’s rule, a corruption of God’s image in humankind—in short, an intolerable violation of God’s character by the image of God. This in turn meant that only God could set this situation right, since all human beings had sinned and kept falling short of God’s glory. It can be no accident that Jesus’ healings and exorcisms are intended to reintegrate people back into their religious community. Sin, disease, and uncleanness alienated people not only from their God but also from their own community.




The Risen Lord

Early Christians did not much talk about resurrection in the abstract. The discussion always seems to center on what happened to Jesus beyond death and, as a subdominant theme, what would happen to those who followed him in regard to resurrection. With the phrase “risen Lord” a title is linked to a particular event, the resurrection of Jesus. It was at the resurrection that Jesus assumed the role of Lord. This is what the early christological hymn tells us so clearly in Philippians 2:5-11. And here is where we begin to see the importance not just of doing word studies, however valuable, of the key terms in the symbolic universe and also their limitations. As it turns out, it is how these terms are combined into a coherent narrative or discourse that makes so much difference. But here the point is to focus on what can be said about the ideas themselves.

I can find no discussion about a risen messiah in early Judaism prior to the coming of Jesus.8 Resurrection of the righteous or the wicked was often enough discussed as something that would happen in the messianic age or when the messiah came, but that subject has now been postponed in our New Testament writers’ thought world until the discussion of the “second coming,” and instead resurrection is discussed as something that has happened already to a particular individual named “Jesus” that allowed him to assume a variety of exalted roles, including being Lord of both believers and the world (though the latter is oblivious to the fact), and even to be Lord over the powers and principalities.

When the title kyrios is applied by numerous New Testament authors to Jesus, what is happening is not merely the transferal of an elite human title to a manual laborer, which would be surprising enough in the stratified world of first-century culture, especially when applied to one who claimed that he came to be a servant and not a human lord, but the application of the “name that is above all names,” the name of God in the LXX, to Jesus. If the earliest Christian confession was “Jesus is Lord” (see 1 Cor 12:3), then something highly exalted was believed to be the case about Jesus. He was rightly called by the names previously reserved for Yahweh, and those names were believed to connote something about his nature.

If we are looking for the reagent that caused the seismic shift in these writers’ symbolic universes, some of it must be the theological and ethical reflection that arose out of the devotional life of the earliest Christians, which involved worshiping Jesus, praying to Jesus, baptizing people in the name of Jesus, celebrating the death of Jesus until he comes in a sacred meal, and the like. Larry Hurtado stresses that devotion to Jesus, worshiping him as God, “began so early that no trace is left of any stages of development; it is also taken for granted as uncontroversial among Christian circles in the Pauline letters. . . . Indeed, important data such as the maranatha formula . . . and the lack of indication that the devotional life of the Pauline churches constitutes any major innovation in previous Christian practice, combine to make it necessary to attribute the origins of the cultic reverence of Christ to Aramaic-speaking and Greek-speaking circles, and to the first years of the Christian movement (the 30s).”9 Indeed, I suggest that it must be traced ultimately back to the encounters with the risen Jesus that prompted the first Christian worship acts (see Mt 28:9; John 20:28). The Copernican revolution in thinking sprung from experiences that these followers of Jesus could not deny but the import of which they had to explain.

Monotheistic Jews pray to God, and yet as the aforementioned Aramaic maranatha prayer, “Come, O Lord,” intimates, Jesus himself is the object of a prayer for him to return. And yet, as a close examinations of Acts 2–4 shows, it is not as if the earliest Christians are starting a new cultus centered on Jesus. To the contrary, they continue to worship in the temple, and they incorporate their prayers to Jesus and worship of Jesus into their worship of the God of the Old Testament. Their hermeneutical move amounts to incorporating the new into the old pattern, but thereby the old symbolic universe is necessarily transformed, as 1 Corinthians 8:4-6 makes perfectly evident. If we ask why and how a crucified and totally shamed man subsequently became the object of prayer, praise, devotion, and proclamation by the very first Christians, the answer surely must be that the disciples had encountered him alive beyond the grave. Events and the experience of them transform habits of the heart, beliefs of the soul, even the religious symbolic universe of the mind. The nexus of connection between events, the appearances of Jesus following his resurrection, and certain new beliefs about Jesus is especially close at this juncture. In regard to the theological reinterpretation of the cross in light of the resurrection, it is now seen as something redemptive as well, not an unholy shame.




The New/True People of God

One’s concept of God’s people is crucial to how one addresses such people. If we think that only Jews and proselytes to Judaism can be counted as God’s people, then that is one understanding of things. But if we think that Jew and Gentile united by faith in Christ are God’s people, then we have an entirely different view of things. The dilemma for the Jewish Christians who wrote the New Testament was that they certainly wanted to see themselves as true and loyal Jews, but also they knew that things had changed in their worldview. They knew, for example, that they were in a rather distinct minority, even among Jews, and even with considerable Jewish converts who believed that Jesus of Nazareth was the Jewish messiah. They badly wanted to suggest that they were the righteous remnant of Israel, just as the Qumranites had viewed themselves, and they wanted to preserve their Jewish heritage to one degree or another, depending on the individual. Yet at least some of them knew that there were traditions that in the eschatological covenant situation God would be no respecter of persons, that he would be impartial in calling all to salvation while not neglecting his previous promises to Torah-true Jews. How in the world was this to be sorted out? The idea of there being two Israels, or two true peoples of God, was a nonstarter. So what would the eschatological people of God look like?

Even if one agreed that in Christ there was neither Jew nor Gentile when it came to the matter of salvation, the question then involved on what basis Gentiles could be included in what was basically still a Jewish monotheistic religion grounded in the Old Testament. Here, though all agreed that Jews and Gentiles could be part of the new people of God, the question of how those two groups would relate to each other in the new community was answered differently by various parties. All agreed that Gentiles could become Christians by grace and faith. But how should they live thereafter? Would they be required to keep Torah, or at least the Noachic commandments, or the like?

The Pharisaic Judaizing Christians in Jerusalem insisted on circumcision and full compliance with the law for full integration into the community. James insisted that Gentiles cease and desist from idolatry and immorality, particularly avoiding the things that went on in pagan temples, while Jewish Christians should still keep Torah. But Paul, ever the more radical of the bunch, insisted that since all are now saved by grace through faith in Christ, when Jews and Gentiles meet and dine together, there should be compromises of love and understanding but not of principles. By this he meant that those Gentile Christians who had no scruples about eating nonkosher meat should not cause their more scrupulous Jewish Christian brothers and sisters to stumble by insisting on doing things their way when they met together. Paul, unlike James, did not think that even Jewish Christians like himself were required to keep the Mosaic covenant any longer. It was a blessed option perhaps, assumed pro tempore for the sake of witness to Jews, but not an obligation.

In other words, only Paul saw a way forward that would prevent there being two churches, one largely Jewish and Torah-observant and one largely Gentile and not Torah-observant. In his mind, the new covenant required submission of all not to Moses’ law but to the law of Christ, which at its heart was the law of love also found in the Old Testament. Therefore sacrifices of praxis not principle were possible and needed on both sides to bind together the people of God into one body. In Paul’s view, Jewish Christians could do as they like when they met only with fellow Jews, but when they met with Gentiles, they did not need to insist on doing things according to Moses. This meant that Paul assumed that they, like the apostle himself, no longer saw such rituals and rules as a matter of conscience, but in fact many continued to view things that way. Peter did not seem to be one of them, nor did Barnabas, but they could be shamed into retreating from full fellowship with Gentiles in a Gentile manner by the Judaizers from Jerusalem, as Galatians 1–2 makes plain.

Paul could and did call in 1 Corinthians for his largely Gentile audience to be understanding of the Jewish Christians for whom food was still a matter of conscience, and he urged them not to make such people stumble by compelling them to violate their own scruples. It cannot have been easy for Paul to model being the Jew to the Jew and the Gentile to the Gentile without appearing to be self-contradictory to both sides. But this overlooks that for Paul there was a huge part of ethics dictated no longer by Mosaic requirements but rather by the law of Christ, the law of love, the law of self-sacrifice, which makes compromise possible on nonessential things.

In sum, the writers of the New Testament agreed that “people of God” or even “assembly of God” would refer to any group made up of devotees of Jesus Christ. However, the basis for meeting, eating, and sharing things together, the basis for living together as a family of faith, was not agreed upon by all the writers of the New Testament. Some must have seen the new covenant as a renewed form of the Mosaic one, but Paul saw it differently.

The issue among these writers was not the basis of conversion, but sanctification. How should they live together as a holy people? What role should the old Mosaic rules play in making it such a united and holy people? Paul, Peter, and James were in agreement that Gentiles had to forsake their pagan past both in its theological and ethical implications, as it involved idolatry and immorality. This did not mean that all Gentile ethics were incompatible with the gospel, nor did it mean all pagan theological insights were incongruent with God’s revelation of the divine character in the Old Testament and in the gospel, but it did mean that much had to be critically sifted and the chaff left behind.

It is important to emphasize, however, that none of the New Testament writers believed that there were two peoples of God, one involving non-Christian Jews, one involving Christian Jews and Gentiles. Only Paul, in Romans 9–11, seems to have thought through all this to the end, understanding it to mean that those Jews who now rejected Jesus were temporarily broken off from God’s people but could be grafted back in again. Others, like James, apparently did not say such things, but the very fact that he agreed that even devout Jews needed Jesus and needed to be evangelized implied that they were lost, as Jesus himself had said. All seem to have agreed that in Christ came the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel, and in Christ one would obtain the inheritance of Abraham. If the promises of God were “yes” and “amen” in Jesus and were being realized in his people, then it followed that one had to join that people to receive the benefit of those promises. Some New Testament writers worked out the implications of these things more clearly and fully than others.




The Eschatological Spirit and the Spirit’s Gifts

One of the more notable facts about the writers of the New Testament, and indeed about Jesus himself, is their belief that they live at the beginning of the eschatological age, the age when the fullness of the Spirit would come on God’s people, and not only would there be new prophecies to be fulfilled, but also many old ones would come to pass. Whether we think of the scene in John 20 where Jesus breathes on the disciples and says, “Receive the Holy Spirit,” or the story of Pentecost as told in Acts 2 (which only begins the telling of the falling of the Spirit on various persons in Acts), or the proclamation of Paul in 1 Corinthians 12 that no one can say “Jesus is Lord” without the prompting of the Holy Spirit, or the word of Peter in 1 Peter 1:10-12 that it was the Spirit of Christ that prompted the Old Testament prophets to speak of his own era, or the confession of John of Patmos that his visions came to him when he was “in the Spirit” (Rev 1:10), the New Testament writers see themselves as living in exciting, propitious, pneumatic, and teleological times. There are, of course, other ways to express this same sense of finality, a sense that God’s promises and prophecies of yore were finally coming to pass. Paul can speak of “when the time had fully come” (Gal 4:4), but at the heart of the matter is the outpouring of the eschatological Spirit, who inaugurates the end times. Were any of these writers to be magically transported to the present day and hear the question “When will the end times begin?” they would laugh and explain that the end times began two millennia ago.

It is precisely because of the presence and power of the Spirit coming upon and dwelling in Jesus and his followers that miracles of all sorts are recorded, new teaching and prophecies are inspired, and a new covenant is said to be possible and inaugurated between God and his people. Although the writers of the New Testament do not fully grasp the radical implications of all this, they celebrate it nonetheless. They live in an age of new revelation, new inspiration, new healing, renewal of the people of God, and in fact God is said to be present with them always in the Spirit and indeed sometimes in a christological form as Immanuel—Christ in you, the hope of glory. No longer is there but sporadic or intermittent contact with God or occasional empowerment by the Spirit; God has come to stay with his people.

Yet even with all this eschatological hope and joy permeating the New Testament, there is still the realism in these documents that the end of the end has not yet come, that Jesus must return to complete the fulfillment of things, and no one knew when exactly that return would transpire, whether sooner or later. Although the writers believed that “the appointed time has been shortened” and “the present form of this world is passing away” (1 Cor 7:29, 31), and so they conjured with the live possibility that Jesus could come back soon, what they did not do, unlike many moderns, is let expectation degenerate into prognostication and calculation. They lived in hope and without four-colored charts locking God into a timetable.

It seems that all the New Testament writers believed that God had revealed enough about the future to give them hope and anticipation, but not so much that they did not have to have faith and exercise their trust in the Almighty. The Spirit reassured them that all manner of things would be well, but alas, the Spirit did not tell them when all manner of things would be resolved. And so they looked forward with longing and anticipation all the more when some of their members were persecuted, prosecuted or executed. Then especially the future hope, the hope for what was not yet, was lifted high like a bright torch in the midst of the pitch blackness of a dark night. Soon and very soon, God would vindicate his people, but that final justice must be left in God’s hands.

In the meantime, the Holy Spirit was seen as the counselor, the advocate of Christ, the inspirer, the reassurer, the sanctifier, the one who produces the fruit of a good character in the believer, producing love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, self-control, and so much more. The Spirit produced a plethora of viable spiritual gifts as well, though interestingly, new prophecy needed to be sifted in a way and to a degree that Old Testament prophecy did not, because, as Paul intimates in Romans 12, prophecy sometimes could be given that went beyond the pale, beyond the measure of faith and inspiration of the speaker. But what is most interesting about how the New Testament writers view the age of the Spirit is that they see it mainly as a time for the fulfillment of old prophecies rather than the generation of new ones. Some may be surprised that we have only one book of prophecy in the New Testament—the last one, Revelation—though certainly some of the early New Testament documents contain prophetic portions. But this is not a surprise in view of the way the writers viewed their age. There were, after all, many promises and prophecies of God from the sacred Scriptures that had not yet been fulfilled. What need could there be for a vast number of new prophecies in such a situation?

No, more time needed to be spent correlating the Word and current pneumatic experience than on generating whole new prophecies. Even the prophecies of Jesus about the events leading up to the demise of the temple in A.D. 70 were viewed as being about their own day, their own time, the first generation of the new age. Jesus said only a few enigmatic things about the cosmic events that would follow the fall of the temple, when the Son of Man returned. He left behind no signs on the earth that could be read as directly signaling the timing of the great and terrible Day of the Lord. And so it was that the earliest Christians, including all the writers of the New Testament, turned to their sacred Scriptures for illumination of their situation. This brings us to another crucial part of the symbolic universe, indeed one of the two main tributaries or fonts of that universe shared by all the New Testament writers: the Hebrew Scriptures.




The Sacred Scriptures

To a significant extent, the New Testament writers and Jesus himself shared a symbolic worldview because they shared the Hebrew Scriptures. All of the New Testament writers were either Jews who knew Torah or God-fearers, like Luke, who at least knew the LXX quite well. The importance of this can hardly be overestimated. The people of the Spirit were also the people of the Word and, indeed, of the Book. In an oral culture (which is largely an illiterate culture) sacred texts have an even more exalted function than we might imagine in a text-saturated and highly literate age. And it is no accident that all these writers lived at the time when the Old Testament canon was coming to closure about what books were in or out. The debates about books such as Esther, which does not directly mention God, or the late wisdom writing of Ecclesiastes are not reflected in the pages of the New Testament. Our writers largely stick with the undisputed sacred texts, only occasionally foraying into noncanonical material such as we find in the use of Enochian material in Jude or of material from Wisdom of Solomon in various places in the New Testament, including in its earliest documents, the Pauline corpus.

It is notable how much focus is on the so-called Latter Prophets, particularly the apocalyptic ones, Daniel and Zechariah. But the most frequently cited source in the New Testament is in fact Isaiah (especially Is 40–61), followed by some of the royal psalms. By one count, there are some 250 clear citations from Isaiah, not to mention the many allusions to or echoes of that grand text in Revelation and elsewhere. No wonder some church fathers called Isaiah the “Fifth Gospel.” It is a telling revelation of the urgencies of New Testament writers to note which portions of Isaiah are not drawn on in their books. Isaiah 2–4; 14–21; 23–24; 26; 30–34; 36–39; 46–48; 63 do not show up in citations. Among the Gospels, Isaiah is most used in Matthew and Luke, and among the letters, we find it most in Romans, 1 Corinthians, and 1 Peter, but again this is based on a count of clear citations or partial citations. There are over fifty allusions to Isaiah in Revelation with few citations. One could argue that Isaiah is the subtext of a good portion of Revelation, and in a similar manner Psalm 110:1 seems to serve not merely as a subtext but as a cited text used as a banner waved by various of the earliest Christians when they wanted to indicate how highly exalted Christ is.

In order to get a picture of how much the symbolic universe of the New Testament writers is informed by their shared dependence on and use of the Old Testament, here I will spell out the use of the Psalms in the New Testament in some detail. Since I am limiting myself to direct citations, this is quite literally the tip of the proverbial iceberg.10


	Acts 4:25-26/Ps 2:1-2—Psalm spoken by Holy Spirit through David; royal psalm; applied to Christ and his encounter with Pilate and Herod.


	Rev 11:17-18/Ps 2:1-2—Refers to God, who brings wrath.


	Acts 13:33/Ps 2:7 (with Is 55:3; Ps 16:10)—Used of Christ as God’s Son, who did not decay.


	Heb 1:5; 5:5/Ps 2:7—Jesus as God’s Son.


	Rev 2:26-27; 12:5; 19:15/Ps 2:8-9—In Revelation 2 it appears to apply to the saints who will be conquerors and rule; in Revelation 12; 19 it applies to Jesus.


	Eph 4:26/Ps 4:4—Ethical exhortation to the Ephesians.


	Rom 3:13/Ps 5:9 (with Ps 14:1-3; 53:1-3; Eccles 7:20; Ps 140:3; Is 59:7-8; Ps 26:1)—To describe all of world’s Jews and Gentiles and sinners; their condition is as the psalmist said (“as it is written”); this seems to be a testimonia.


	Mt 7:23/Lk 13:27/Ps 6:8a—Jesus quotes the psalm of himself instead of the psalmist, but this is just using biblical language to describe one’s experience.


	Mt 21:16/Ps 8:2—Jesus interprets infant’s praise of himself (in the psalm, praise of God).


	Heb 2:6-8/Ps 8:4-6—Testified of Jesus; he is the “son of man.”


	1 Cor 15:27/Eph 1:22/Ps 8:6—Of Jesus in the future.


	Rom 3:14/Ps 10:7—See number 7 above.


	Rom 3:10-12/Ps 14:1-3—See number 7 above.


	Acts 2:25-28, 31/Ps 16:8-11—Of Christ (in the psalm, of God).


	Acts 2:31/Ps 16:10—See number 14 above.


	Rom 15:9/Ps 18:49/2 Sam 22:50 (with Deut 32:43; Ps 117:1; Is 11:10)—A testimonia about Gentiles; catchword ethnē.


	Rom 10:18/Ps 19:4 (with Is 53:1; Deut 32:31; Is 65:1-2)—Testimonia, theme: those who heard the message and who received it, Jews and Gentiles (possibly laos/ethnē as a catchword).


	Rev 16:7; 19:2/Ps 19:9—Use of an Old Testament catchphrase to express something true of God’s nature always.


	
Mt 27:46/Mk 15:34/Ps 22:1—Jesus laments from the cross (in the psalm, the psalmist laments).

Mt 27:39/Mk 15:29/Lk 23:35/Ps 22:7-8—Two robbers die with Jesus.

Mt 27:43/Ps 22:8—Chief priest questions Jesus; He said, “I am the Son.”

1 Pet 5:8/Ps 22:13—Satan as a lion roaring, looking for someone to devour; not a quotation.

Jn 19:28/Ps 22:16; cf. Ps 69:21—“I am thirsty.”

Mt 27:35/Mk 15:24/Ps 22:18—Cast lots for clothes.

2 Tim 4:17/Ps 22:21—Used by Paul of himself, delivered from lion’s mouth; use of scriptural language; not fulfillment.

Heb 2:12, 17; Ps 22:22—As if Jesus is speaking the psalm; “declare name to brethren.”



	Rev 7:17/Ps 23:1-2—Jesus as shepherd who leads them by still waters.


	1 Cor 10:26/Ps 24:1; 50:12—Here, because the earth is the Lord’s, all food is acceptable to eat.


	Lk 23:26/Ps 31:5—Jesus commends himself into God’s hands, speaking David’s words of himself.


	Rom 4:7-8/Ps 32:1-2—Proof text for justification by faith.


	Rev 5:9; 14:3/Ps 33:3-8—Use of the phrase “new song.”


	1 Pet 2:3/Ps 34:8—Use of biblical language to describe Christian experience.


	1 Pet 3:10-12/Ps 34:12-16—Ethical exhortation by quoting the psalm.


	Jn 19:36/Ps 34:20—These things happen so that Scripture would be fulfilled; “Not one of his bones will be broken.”


	Jn 15:25/Ps 35:19—This is to fulfill what is written; “They hated me without a reason.”


	Rom 3:18/Ps 36:1—See number 7 above.


	Mt 5:5/Ps 37:11—Beatitude of Jesus; “the meek will inherit the land” in the psalm.


	Heb 10:5-7, 8-11/Ps 40:6-8—Quoted as if the words of Christ.


	Jn 13:18/Ps 41:9—“This is to fulfill the Scripture, ‘He who shared my bread lifted up his heel against me.’ ”


	Mt 26:38/Mk 14:34/Ps 42:5, 6/Ps 43:5—Jesus quotes, “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow.”


	Rom 8:36/Ps 44:22—“As it is written”; Paul quotes the psalm of his own experience of suffering; use of scriptural language.


	Heb 1:8-9/Ps 45:6-7—(Quoted with Ps 2:7; 2 Sam. 7:14; Deut 32:43; Ps 104:4; Ps. 102:25-27; 110:1) Testimonium about Christ in Hebrews; God speaks of “Son”; “Your throne, O God, will last forever.”


	Mt 5:35/Ps 48:2—The earth is God’s footstool; use of the psalm to speak of a truth about God.


	1 Cor 10:26/Ps 50:12; cf. Ps 24:1—See number 21 above.


	Mt 5:33/Heb 13:15/Ps 50:14, 23—The Matthew text is a quotation; the Hebrews text encourages the offering of a sacrifice of prayer.


	Rom 3:4/Ps 51:4—“As it is written”; God is true and right, as the psalmist says.


	Rom 3:10-12/Ps 53:1-2—See number 7 above.


	1 Pet 5:7/Ps 55:22—ethical exhortation; “Cast all your anxiety” on God.


	Eph 4:8/Ps 68:18—Used of Christ when he ascended.


	Jn 15:25/Ps 69:4—Royal psalm; see number 28 above.


	Jn 2:17/Rom 15:3/Ps 69:9—“It is written”; disciples remembered; “Zeal for my house” used of temple cleansing.


	Mt 27:34, 48/Mk 15: 23, 36/Lk 23:36/Jn 19:28/Ps 69:21—Vinegar offered for thirst; fulfillment.


	Rom 11:9, 10/Ps 69:22-23—Used of apostate Israel due to their reaction to Christ (in the psalm, used of enemies of the psalmist).


	Acts 1:20/Ps 69:25 (with Ps 109:8)—Used of Judas being replaced (in the psalm, used of enemies of the psalmist); “it is written in the book of Psalms”; example of midrash pesher?


	Rev 3:5; 17:8; 20:12; 21:27/Ps 69:28—Those blotted out of the book of life (in the psalm, used of enemies).


	Rev 14:10/Ps 75:8—Those who worship the beast drink the wine of wrath (in the psalm, all the wicked drink it).


	Mt 13:35/Ps 78:2—“I will open my mouth in parables”; in Matthew, it is the fulfillment of what a prophet, rather than psalmist, said (all of Psalms treated as written prophecy).


	Jn 6:31/Ps 78:24; 105:40—“As it is written, ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’ ”


	Jn 10:34/Ps 82:6—Jesus quotes, “Is it not written in your law, ‘I have said you are Gods’?”


	Rev 3:9; 15:4/Ps 86:8-10—In Jesus’ words “I will make them come and worship at your feet,” “your” refers to saints (in the psalm, to God).


	Acts 2:30/Ps 89:3-4—David was a prophet and knew that God would place someone on the throne, a descendant; in Acts, Peter says that the psalm text speaks of Christ.


	Heb 1:5/Ps 89:26-27/2 Sam 7:14 —“I will be his Father.” In Hebrews, spoken of Christ (in the psalm, of David).


	Rev 1:5/Ps 89:27—In Revelation, Jesus as firstborn from the dead, ruler of earth’s kings (in the psalm, David is firstborn, most exalted king on earth).


	2 Pet 3:8/Ps 90:4—In the psalm, for God, one thousand years are as a day; 2 Peter adds the converse.


	Mt 4:6/Lk 4:10-11/Ps 91:11-12—The devil quotes Scripture; he commands angels to guard (in the psalm, used of any believer).


	Lk 10:19/Ps 91:13—Authority to trample snakes and overcome enemies given to Jesus’ disciples (in the psalm, to believers in general).


	1 Cor 3:20/Ps 94:11 —“As it is written, ‘The Lord knows the thoughts of the wise’ ” (in the psalm, the thoughts of humankind).


	Rom 11:1-2/Ps 94:14—God will not reject; use of scriptural language to speak of Israel.


	Heb 4:7/Ps 95:7-8—“Through David he said. . . .”


	Heb 3:7-11/Ps 95:7-11—Quotation applied to the church rather than Israel: “Today if you hear my voice. . . .”


	Heb 4:3/Ps 95:11—Believers who do not enter rest (in the psalm, wilderness generation did not enter rest).


	Heb 1:6/Ps 97:7—Christ worshiped by angels (in the psalm, Yahweh worshiped).


	Heb 1:10-12/Ps 102:25-27—See number 35 above.


	Jas 5:11/Ps 103:8 (cf. Ps 111:4)—God is full of compassion and mercy; simple allusion.


	Heb 1:7/Ps 104:4—See number 35 above.


	John 6:31/Ps 105:40 (cf. Ps 78:24)—See number 51 above.


	Rom 1:23/Ps 106:20—Allusion to exchanging glory of God for the image of a bull.


	Acts 1:20/Ps 109:8—See number 47 above.


	Mt 27:39/Mk 15:29/Ps 109:25—Taunting by Christ’s adversaries described in language of psalmist’s taunters.


	Mk 12:31 par.; 14:62; 16:19/Acts 2:34-35/1 Cor 15:25/Eph 1:20/Col 3:1/Heb 1:13; 8:1; 10:12-13; 12:2/Ps 110:1—Most frequently used psalm verse for christological purposes and in all types of New Testament material; “sits at the right hand” presumably refers to king in the psalm, seen as prince regent, next to God, who is the real king.


	Heb 5:6; 7:17, 27/Ps 110:4—“You are a priest after the order of Melchizedek”; unique to Hebrews, applied to Christ.


	2 Cor 9:9/Ps 112:9—“He has scattered abroad his gifts to the poor”; quotation used of Christians, whom God takes care of.


	Rev 9:20/Ps 115:4-7—Allusion to psalm text (not a quotation) regarding idols and what they are made of.


	Rev 11:18; 19:5/Ps 115:13—Saints, small and great, who revere the Name; use of scriptural language.


	2 Cor 4:13/Ps 116:10—Use of “it is written” formula to quote “I believed, and so I spoke” from the psalm; Paul says, “We also believe, and so we speak.”


	Rom 15:11/Ps 117:1—See number 16 above.


	Heb 13:6/Ps 118:6—Quotation of psalm preceded by allusion to Deut 31:6; direct analogy.


	Mk 12:10 par./Acts 4:11/1 Pet 2:7 (with Is 28:16; Is 8:14)/Ps 118:22-23—Testimonia using catchword “stone” (ʾeben).


	Mk 11:9-10 par./Jn 12:13/Ps 118:25-26—“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.”


	Mt 23:39/Lk 13:35; 19:38/Ps 118:26—Jesus uses the psalm verse of himself.


	Acts 7:46/Ps 132:5—Allusion to David’s desire to build a temple for God.


	Acts 2:30/Ps 132:11—Simple allusion.


	Rev 9:20/Ps 135:15-17—See number 76 above.


	Rev 18:6/Ps 137:8—Allusion, but in reference to Rome.


	Lk 19:44/Ps 137:9—Jesus uses psalm text to refer to Jerusalem’s children (in the psalm, refers to enemies’ children).


	Rom 3:13/Ps 140:3—See number 7 above.


	Rom 3:10/Gal 2:16/Ps 143:2—Use of scriptural language to speak of something else.


	Acts 4:24/14:15/Rev 10:6/Ps 146:6—Allusion to God making everything.




Roughly speaking, there seem to be four or five basic ways that New Testament writers used the Old Testament, and almost all of these uses serve the cause of making the point that Jesus is the Messiah or that the church is the fulfillment of God’s people and plan of salvation. In other words, the Old Testament is read through christocentric or ecclesiocentric glasses. The boldness of the hermeneutical move is much clearer when material from Psalms or even the Prophets is cited to make some point about Jesus’ birth, life, death, resurrection, or his current roles in heaven or future roles at the eschaton.11

In my view, the christological interpretation goes back to Jesus in various ways, but also more broadly back to early Jewish messianic readings of the Old Testament. The church simply followed the example of Jesus and other early Jews who were messianically minded. Luke 24 (cf. Lk 4:16-22) suggests that the risen Jesus taught his followers to interpret the Old Testament christologically, but it is believable that he even did some of this before his crucifixion, since he had a messianic self-understanding.

What is especially notable about all this is how far from Gnosticism and Marcionism these writers are. They live in a symbolic world that is deeply grounded in the Old Testament as well other key facets of early Judaism. They share a profound Jewish creation theology and are happy to use not merely the prophetic portions of the Old Testament, but other portions as well as they characterize the new age that they are experiencing. Time and again they see it as important to stress the necessity that these Old Testament promises and prophecies be fulfilled, and they were and are being fulfilled in Christ and in his people, not elsewhere. Their reading of the Old Testament is at once christocentric and ecclesiocentric, and thus pneumatic exegesis, midrash, and homiletical use of the Old Testament is frequent. This tells us how desperately they wanted to show that all these new things were not unforeseen, were not out of line with previous revelation from God, were not a departure but rather were a fulfillment of God’s good plans and intentions manifested in various previous eras, revelations, and ways.

In short, the writers of the New Testament were Jews or Jewish adherents before they were Christians, and they saw what happened in Jesus and what was happening in the Spirit as the fulfillment of all their Jewish hopes and dreams, the fulfillment of their sacred texts and covenants. Once one realizes that this is true about Jesus and of the authors of all twenty-seven New Testament books, one sees immediately why a document such as the Gospel of Thomas or a truncated canon such as that of Marcion, which casts aspersions on the God of the Old Testament and his previous revelations, would have been seen as totally out of line with the ethos of the early Christian movement. However much there may be of anti-Pharisaism and anti-Saducceanism in the New Testament at various places, there certainly is no anti-Semitism in this book. The debate between the writers of the New Testament, or even Jesus, and other forms of early Judaism is an in-house debate or, later, a next-door neighbor debate, not a debate between Jews and non-Jews. Gnostics and Marcionites are not even on the horizon of this discussion or debate. It will be useful at this juncture, because of the extreme importance of the Bible in funding the thought world of the earliest Christians, to take a brief look at their view of the living Word of God as oral proclamation, as text, and as person, Jesus.12


A CLOSER LOOK: THE LIVING WORD OF GOD


Ancient peoples did not think that words, especially divine words, were mere ciphers or sounds. They believed that words partook of the character and quality of the one who spoke them, and that this was especially true of God’s words. And not surprisingly, in an oral culture a premium was put on the oral word. The living voice generally was preferred, except when it came to holy words spoken to unholy people. Then there might well be a preference for a mediated conveyance of God’s word, a reading or proclaiming of his word by a spokesperson—a prophet, priest, or king or, for the Christian community, an apostle, prophet, or elder. As the author of Hebrews says, the Israelites at Sinai heard “such a voice speaking words that those who heard it begged that no further word be spoken to them” (Heb 12:19). When the living Word was proclaimed by a living voice, whether of God directly or through God’s messenger or emissary, things were likely to happen. All of this helps us to begin to understand the use of the expression “Word of God” in the New Testament.

By general consensus among New Testament scholars (such nearly universal agreement is rare in the guild), 1 Thessalonians is one of the first, if not the very first, of the New Testament documents to be written. And from near the very beginning of this discourse we hear about “the Word of God.” In 1 Thessalonians 2:13 we read, “When you received the Word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of humans, but as it actually is, the Word of God.” This verse deserves some unpacking. In the first place, Paul equates the message he proclaimed to the residents of Thessalonica with “the Word of God.” Clearly, this phrase refers to an oral proclamation that was heard. Whatever else Paul’s message may have contained, surely it contained the good news about Jesus and perhaps also some quoting and exegeting of some Old Testament texts.

Then Paul makes a remarkable statement. The Thessalonians received this proclamation as it actually was: not merely the words of human beings, cooked up or contrived by mere mortals, but as a word from God, indeed as “the Word of God” to and for them. Clearly enough, we see already in Paul’s words here at least one expression of a theology of God’s Word. God’s Word, though spoken in human language, should never be confused with mere human speech or even mere human words about God, however accurate. Rather, we are talking about divine speech that changes human lives. But then Paul adds another remarkable phrase: “which is (still) at work in you who believe.” The Word of God is seen as something living and active and, having taken up residence in the life of Paul’s converts, still in the process of working on and in them.

The implications of these statements are enormous and include the following: (1) Paul believes that he adequately and accurately speaks God’s oral Word and has the authority to do so. (2) From the context it becomes quite clear that this does not simply mean that he is a good reader of Old Testament texts, though certainly he sees the Old Testament as God’s Word written down. (3) What must be included in the phrase “Word of God” here is what later came to be called “the gospel,” the good news of and about Jesus Christ. This was the heart and soul of Paul’s message wherever he proclaimed it in the empire. (4) In and through these words that Paul proclaimed, God was speaking, and it should never be seen as merely the words of human beings. A profound theology of revelation and a clear conception of Paul being an inspired person who could truthfully convey God’s message of salvation are presupposed. Ancients had little trouble believing in the idea of divine revelation. It is moderns who have trouble with the idea.

Another early Pauline text of relevance to this discussion is 1 Corinthians 14:36-37, where Paul asks his audience if the Word of God originated with them or if they were the only ones whom it had reached. Of course, he is not talking about the Corinthians having received a shipment of Bibles from the Gideons! He is talking about their having heard and received the oral proclamation of God’s Word from Paul and others. But what Paul goes on to say is more than a little important: “If any think that they are prophets or are spiritually gifted, let them acknowledge that what I am writing is the Lord’s command” (1 Cor 14:37). Here, finally, we have a reference to a text being “the Lord’s command” and not just any text. In this case, the reference is to Paul’s own letter written to the Corinthians. Here indeed is the nodal idea of an inspired text being God’s Word, in this case involving some imperatives.

But it is not only Paul who has this concept that the Word of God is an oral proclamation that includes telling the story about Jesus and that it is a living and active thing. We see this in various places in the book of Acts. Several texts deserve brief mention. First, Acts 4:31 reports that the Holy Spirit of God filled all who were present (men and women), and that they all “spoke the Word of God boldly.” In this text we begin to see the connection, already obvious in various Old Testament prophetic texts (e.g., Is 61:1, where the Spirit of God prompts the preaching of the good news), that it is the Holy Spirit, not merely the human spirit, who inspires the speaking of God’s Word. Here already the concept of prophetic inspiration and revelation is transferred to the followers of Jesus, apparently to all of them, and all on this occasion and in this place are prompted to speak God’s Word boldly. Again, we are not talking about preaching from a text or preaching a text, but rather about an oral proclamation of a late word from God.

So much is the Word of God (in this case, the proclamation about Jesus) seen as a living thing in Acts that we have texts such as Acts 6:7, where we hear how the Word of God itself grew and spread. This is not merely a personification of an abstract idea. The author believes that God’s Word is alive, and when it is heard and received, it changes human lives and takes up residence in them, and so this verse goes on to report that “the number of the disciples in Jerusalem increased.” Note also Acts 12:24, where it is said that God’s Word grew and spread.

We see this same sort of concept of the Word of God in the book of Hebrews. Hebrews 4:12-13 is worth quoting in full: “For the Word of God is living and active. Sharper than any two-edged sword, it penetrates even to the dividing of the soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart. Nothing in all of creation is hidden from God’s sight.” Here again the subject of the phrase “Word of God” is an oral proclamation. The focus is not on the after-the-fact literary residue of that proclamation, as is perfectly clear because the author speaks of it sinking into the inner being of the listener. But even more remarkable is the fact that here the “Word of God” inside the believer is said to be analogous to God’s eyes; it penetrates the innermost being of a person and judges the thoughts of their heart or mind, laying everything bare. The author, however, is not the originator of these ideas. We can fruitfully compare what is said here with Psalm 139, where the focus is on the work of God’s presence or Spirit. What is said in Psalm 139 about the Spirit is said here about the living and active Word. These two things are seen as going and working together.

Another relevant text is 1 Peter 1:23, which speaks of believers being born anew by “the living and abiding Word of God.” This certainly can refer to the oral proclamation, but “living” may also convey the sense of life-giving, as it does, for example, in the phrase “living bread” in John 6:51. And we may compare this to 1 Peter 1:3, which speaks of a living hope, which surely means more than merely an extant hope. Or we may consider 1 Peter 2:4-5, which speaks of believers as living stones of the new spiritual house of God. When we hear the phrase “the living Word of God,” we are meant to think of something that is actually God’s Word and, as such, has life-giving potential. Normally, the phrase also connotes an oral proclamation of God’s Word in some form.

Notice that thus far I have said nothing about the other use of the phrase “Word of God” in the New Testament to refer to Jesus himself (Jn 1) or about the concept that the written Old Testament is the Word of God as well. But now I can make some remarks about these other uses of the phrase. The Logos theology of the prologue to John’s Gospel is often thought to be distinctive of that book, but we may well see it also in 1 John 1:1-2, where we hear of “the word of life,” which seems to be synonymous with both Jesus (who could be touched) and the message about Jesus as God’s incarnate Word. Similarly, in Revelation 19:13 the name of God’s Son is said to be “the Word of God.” We have seen some hints already of the notion that texts could be the Word of God as well, and now we must turn to more evidence of this by looking in detail at 2 Timothy 3:16 and some texts in Hebrews.

Because of the enormous significance of 2 Timothy 3:16-17, I must go into considerably more detailed explanation of these verses. Indeed, entire theories about the nature of God’s Word and of inspiration have been derived from these verses. Here, clearly enough, the subject matter is a written text, in this case what Christians now refer to as the Old Testament. The Old Testament was the Bible of the earliest Christians because, of course, the New Testament had not yet been written, collected, or canonized. Indeed, even the Old Testament canon, or list of included books, was not completely settled before the waning decades of the first century A.D. or perhaps in the second century. Here we must make an important distinction between “the Bible” as one form that God’s Word took, the written form, and the “Word of God,” which is a much broader category. The Word of God in the first instance refers to inspired and powerful spoken words. The earliest Christians were neither without a Scripture (the Old Testament) nor without the living voice, the oral Word of God, which, in their view, now included Christian proclamation, especially the good news about Jesus.

It is interesting that the New Testament writers tend to say more about the inspiration of the Old Testament than do the Old Testament writers themselves. For example, in Mark 12:36 Jesus tells his audience that “David, in the Holy Spirit, said . . . ,” and then a portion of a psalm is quoted. Or in Acts 1:16 we hear that the Holy Spirit, through the mouth of David, predicted what would happen to Judas. We may compare 2 Peter 1:21, where it is said that “persons moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.” We therefore are not surprised to hear about the inspiration of Old Testament figures in the New Testament, but 2 Timothy 3:16-17 goes a step beyond that in talking about an inspired text itself. It appears that the inspiration of persons who could write could entail the inspiration of particular texts, though apparently no one would claim that everything that they ever said or wrote was the inspired Word of God.

Surely, 2 Timothy 3:16-17 is the most famous text in that letter, cited over one hundred times in the patristic literature. There are, however, various ways to translate it, and each one causes a variable in its meaning. It could read, for instance, “Every graphē [i.e., Scripture] is God-breathed and profitable/useful . . . so that/with the result that the person of God is ready, equipped for good works.” Usually, when pas is used with a noun without the definite article, it means “every” rather than “all.” Thus, the meaning seems likely to be “every Scripture” or perhaps “every passage of Scripture.” Paul does use graphē in the singular to refer to the whole of Scripture in Romans 11:2, but there we have the definite article (cf. Gal 3:22). Of course, this means that “all Scripture” is included, but the emphasis would be on each one being God-breathed. Paul does not envision any part of Scripture that is not God-breathed. It is also possible to read the verse to mean “Every inspired Scripture is useful,” but against this view is that it is more natural to take the two qualifying adjectives as relating to the noun in the same way as in 1 Timothy 4:4.

A further issue is what to make of the adjective theopneustos. Its literal meaning is “God-breathed,” and it is used in pagan literature—for example, in reference to the Sibylline Oracles (see Sib. Or. 5:308, 407; Plutarch, Pyth. orac. 7; Ps.-Phoc. 121), and in the papyri (SIG 95; CMRDM 2.A8). We may compare, for example, an aretology to Isis written in Macedonia that reads at one point, “This encomium is written not only by the hand of a man, but also by the mind of a god” (line 14).13 Greek words with the -tos ending tend to be passive rather than active, so we should take this to mean not “every Scripture is inspiring” but rather “every Scripture is inspired.” What is meant is that God speaks through these words. God breathed life and meaning and truth into them all (see, similarly, Num 24:2; Hos 9:7; cf. 2 Pet 1:21; Josephus, Ag. Ap. 1.37-39; Philo, Moses 2.292; Spec. Laws. 1.65; 4.49).

Note that we are not given an explanation of how that works. This text by itself does not explicate a theory of inspiration or its nature. Does the Spirit lift the mind of the writer to see, understand, and write, or is it a matter of mechanical dictation? These questions are not answered here. What is suggested is that whatever the process, the product is God’s Word, telling God’s truth.

The emphasis here is on God’s Word being good or profitable as a source of teaching about God and human beings and their ways, as a means of refuting false arguments or errors and offering positive “proofs” and rebuking sin, and as a means of offering constructive wisdom and teaching on how to live a life pleasing to God. It will be seen, then, that the Old Testament is viewed here largely as a source for ethical instruction and exhortation, which is unsurprising, given the emphasis in this letter. There is no emphasis here on it being a sourcebook for Christian theology, which would come more from the Christian kerygma and Christian tradition. We may also want to consult other places where Paul speaks about the nature of the Old Testament Scriptures, such as Romans 15:3-4 and 1 Corinthians 10:11, which confirm that Paul thinks that what we refer to as the Old Testament is quite suitable for Christian instruction, especially for training in righteousness and other ethical matters.

There is debate about 2 Timothy 3:17 as to whether we should see it as a purpose or result clause. Is it the purpose of Scripture to fit a person of God for ready service, or does that happen as the result and effect of Scripture? Probably, this is a result clause. The result of learning Scripture is that one is equipped. It seems likely also that since this is directed specifically to Timothy here, “person of God” in this verse refers to a minister of some sort. Paul then would be talking about equipping the minister by means of studying the Scriptures.

Using the rhetorical device of gradatio, Paul brings the list of what Scripture is useful for to a climax and conclusion with the phrase “training in righteousness.” Here, “righteousness” surely has an ethical rather than a forensic sense, in keeping with the ethical focus of the rest of what Scripture is said to be useful for. John Chrysostom puts it this way: “This is why the exhortation of the Scripture is given: that the man of God may be rendered complete by it. Without this he cannot grow to maturity” (Hom. 2 Tim. 9) Clearly, with this text, we are well on the way to a full-blown theology of inspired written texts being God’s Word, being God-breathed. What is interesting is that neither Paul nor the author of Hebrews views the Old Testament as an example of what God once said, relegating the revelation and speaking to the past. No, it still has the life and power and truth of God in it, and it still speaks in and to the present.

Especially striking are the formula quotations in Hebrews. These are the ways that the author of Hebrews introduces Old Testament quotations in his quotation-filled sermon. Most striking in the sermon is that God the Father, Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit are said to be the speakers of various Old Testament texts. A few examples must suffice. As the author introduces a quotation from Deuteronomy 32:43 at Hebrews 1:6, he uses the phrase “when God brings his firstborn into the world, he says . . .” (note the present tense of the verb say). But in Hebrews 2:11-12, in introducing a quotation from Psalm 22:22, he writes, “So Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers and sisters. He says . . .” (cf. Heb 10:5). Christ is depicted as speaking an Old Testament text. And on multiple occasions we see in Hebrews “As the Holy Spirit says” used to introduce various Old Testament quotations (see Heb 3:7; 10:16).

Two things stand out about this. It seems clear enough that the author already has the beginnings of a trinitarian theology. What Scripture says, God says, and the God who is said to be speaking these Old Testament texts is Father, Son, or Spirit. However, we do not yet have a text in which all three of them are said to speak one particular passage of Scripture. Equally telling is that the present-tense verb keeps cropping up. The Old Testament is not just for God’s original chosen people; it is viewed as a text that speaks directly and pertinently to Christians in the present. Furthermore, it is seen as speaking about a host of subjects, including God’s Son, not just about ethics. The author of Hebrews takes up stories from the Old Testament, laws, and covenants as well as ethical material in order to convey the living Word of God about Jesus and Christian life to the audience.

Then too, the author enunciates a hermeneutic of progressive revelation from the very beginning of the book. He says that God revealed himself in various times and ways, or partially and piecemeal in the past, but now God has revealed himself fully and finally in the person of his Son (Heb 1:1-2). Clearly, the incarnate Word is seen as the most crucial revelation of God, with earlier revelations functioning to prepare for, foreshadow, or foretell of it. But this by no means causes him to suggest that the Old Testament ceases to be God’s Word when the incarnate Word appears. To the contrary, Jesus specifically and the Christ-event in general are seen as the hermeneutical keys to understanding the Old Testament, but also the Old Testament is understood as crucial to understanding the Christ-event. There is some sort of symbiotic relationship between Word written, Word proclaimed, and Word incarnate envisioned.

One more text is of direct relevance to this discussion, particularly in regard to the issue of inspiration and revelation. In 2 Peter 1:20-21 we read, “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the human will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” It is indeed normally about prophets and prophecy that we hear about the notion of inspiration, and this text seems to add a bit more to the discussion than does 2 Timothy 3:16.

Here we have a contrast between prophecy that made it into Scripture and other prophecies. The author says that whatever may be the case about other prophecies, in regard to Old Testament prophecy it cannot be a matter of purely private or individual interpretation or explanation. That is, the author sees a meaning in the prophecy itself that makes a claim on the listener, and the listener is not to “determine the meaning” of the text but rather to discover it. Indeed, he even means that it was not up to the prophet to interpret it or add his own interpretation to it. The prophet was constrained by the source of the information to speak another’s words and meaning—God’s. This is made clearer in what follows in 2 Peter 1:21, which speaks about the origins of true prophecy and insists that it does not originate as a matter of human will or ingenuity. To the contrary, the Holy Spirit is the one who inspires the prophet. In fact, the text literally says that the prophet is carried along or forcefully moved by the Spirit to say what is said. The prophet is so led by the Spirit that the prophet’s words can be said to be God’s Word, originating from a divine source.

Much more could be said along these lines, but this must suffice as this excursus comes to a close. The living Word of God is seen as an oral message, an incarnate person, and finally as a text, in particular the text of the Old Testament. Its life, power, and truth are a derived life, power, and truth if we are talking about the oral or written Word. The source is God, who inspires, speaks, and empowers the words with qualities that reflect the divine character. It is right to assert that Paul thinks that what he says, God is saying. It is right to assert that both Paul and the author of Hebrews think that what the Old Testament says, God says. These same writers think that what Jesus says, God says. Indeed, the author of Hebrews is audacious enough to suggest that the preexistent Christ actually spoke some of the Old Testament texts into existence. It is also right to say that the emphatic center and focus of the proclamation of “the Word of God” by early Christians were Jesus and the Christ-event in general. It is also right to say that some New Testament writers even reached the point of being able to talk about Jesus being the Word of God incarnate, come in the flesh, such that when Jesus spoke on earth, he spoke not merely for God but as God, and indeed he spoke about himself. In this case, the message and the messenger are one.

C. S. Lewis once said that when the author of a play comes out on the stage, the play is over. The authors of the Johannine literature, but also the other New Testament writers, believed that when Jesus came, history, particularly salvation history, had reached its zenith; they were now in the eschatological era when all the promises and prophecies of God were coming true in and through Jesus and his followers. Jesus was seen as the climax of revelation and as the climactic revelation. He was seen as God’s Word, God’s purpose, God’s salvation, God’s being come in person. What was previously predicated of Wisdom (Prov 3:8; Wisdom of Solomon) and of Torah (Sirach) is now predicated of a historical person, Jesus, or of the returning, exalted Christ (Rev 19:13).











SUMMARY


A great deal more could be said about the symbolic universe that the New Testament writers share, but this must suffice for now, as I have shown more than adequately that these writers share a universe of discourse out of which they tell their stories, offer their logic, do their theologizing and ethicizing, and draw their conclusions. Obviously, there are many other elements in this shared symbolic universe that I have not explicated here—for example, the shared conviction about the goodness of all God’s creation, or the God-ordained nature of marriage, or that human beings are created in the image of God, or that angels and demons aplenty are part of the world. We have looked only at a representative sampling of those elements taken for granted in the early Christian symbolic universe. Much of this universe lurks beneath the surface of the New Testament texts and must be uncovered to be understood, but when we take the time to do such exploration, we discover a vast foundation on which all these writers stand.

We have no final New Testament era figure who gathers together all the theologizing and ethicizing that goes on in these documents and tells us what a New Testament theology and ethics, properly synthesized and presented, ought to look like. But in a sense, this ought not to worry us, as we can see how much the particular articulations of theology and ethics in the various documents are done from the same or very similar starting point, with similar assumptions about reality, truth, God, sacred texts, the eschatological situation, and so on. The New Testament is a profoundly Jewish document, operating on Jewish premises and assumptions and with a Jewish thought world, albeit one significantly modified by the Christ-event and its fallout. In order to understand this world, we must, through an act of creative imagination, enter into it rather than require it to conform to our thought world.

When all is said and done, a theology and/or ethics stripped of its first-century context is not simply like a picture removed from its frame, for we lose not just its original framework and setting for interpretation, but its incarnational character and nature of the theologizing and ethicizing done into specific contexts for specific purposes. One way to begin to properly enter into the New Testament’s thought world is to examine the stories that the New Testament writers share and tell. To this task we now turn.
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