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“He who has seen me has seen the Father”

—BEN WITHERINGTON III
JANUARY 1, 2008




So God created human beings

In his own image,

In the image of God

He created them;

Male and female

He created them.

—GENESIS 1:27




The Son is the radiance/effulgence of God’s glory and the exact representation/perfect image of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful Word.

—HEBREWS 1:3 




Have this same mind in yourself, which was also in Christ Jesus—
 Who, being in very nature God,
 Did not think the having of equality with God
 Something to be taken advantage of,
 But rather stripped himself,
 Taking the very nature of a slave,
 Being made in human likeness,
 And being found in very nature as a human being,
 He humbled himself
 And became obedient unto death,
 Even death on a cross.
 —PHILIPPIANS 2:5-9




Tell me a fact and I will know,

Tell me the truth and I will believe,

Tell me a story and it will live in my heart forever.

—VOICE-OVER ON THE OPENING FOX BROADCAST
OF THE 2006 WORLD SERIES







To my mother
and my father (in memoriam—November 29, 2008).

I’ve written you a book that’s almost as lengthy
as your wonderful 60 years of marriage!

May the Lord bless you and keep you
— Your loving son
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Preface


It is a good thing that Jim, Dan and Andy have patience. Many years ago, InterVarsity Press commissioned me to write a volume or two on New Testament theology. I told the aforementioned editors that I would be happy to do so in due course, but first I had to finish a daunting project. That was fine with them, and then they asked what that project might be. I said, “I am attempting to write a good, substantial commentary on every book of the New Testament.” Of course, they just laughed. It had never been done by one person in my tradition (Methodist) and not done in many years in any Christian tradition that I know of. I explained that I needed to get all the exegetical work done before I could properly tackle something as huge as New Testament theology or New Testament ethics. If I did not understand, at least to some degree, the meaning of these New Testament texts, I did not see how I could possibly assess the theologizing and ethicizing in these texts. And it has taken me until now to finish that task. But Jim, Dan and Andy were undaunted. In fact, they agreed to help me finish my exegetical work first, which resulted in the three volumes on what I call the “trunk end” of the canon (the Pastoral Letters through Revelation), entitled Letters and Homilies for Hellenized Christians in two volumes, and Letters and Homilies for Jewish Christians in one volume.1

Besides, I was not ready back then. I needed to think long and hard about the use of the Old Testament in the New Testament, about the nature of God’s revelation in texts written by human beings, about the narrative structure and substructure of this theologizing, about the function of texts in oral cultures, and a plethora of related subjects. And there was something else niggling at me at the edge of my consciousness. Why is it that we Christians try to isolate theology from the rest of what the New Testament is about—history, ethics, praxis and related subjects? Is it just so that we can handle manageable-sized chunks of data? But is there not an ethical dimension to New Testament theology and theologizing? If we say that the New Testament theologians were obligated to tell the truth about Jesus Christ, are we not making an ethical claim? Are not ethics and theology in fact intertwined throughout the New Testament? Is there not both a theological basis and character to New Testament ethics and an ethical basis and character to New Testament theology? And after all, since all of the New Testament writers, or almost all of them, were Jews, why in the world would we think that they were not much interested in orthopraxy, indeed as interested in orthopraxy as orthodoxy? Take the teaching of Jesus, for instance. All those parables, aphorisms, maxims and stories have both a theological and an ethical character, edge and punch line. It seems that Jesus does not want us to talk about belief without also talking about behavior, however uncomfortable that may make us. Indeed, as sociologists remind us, behavior affects and reinforces or undoes belief. Indeed, belief is sometimes formed in the first instance by behavior.2

As I have read through volume after volume on New Testament theology or ethics, or some subset thereof over the years, one of the things that keeps coming to my mind is that the subject is being treated like “a patient etherized upon a table”—to borrow a phrase from T. S. Eliot. It is being treated like inert matter or a corpus (however delectable) to be sliced, diced, freeze-dried, reformulated, reconstituted and subjected to a host of other forms of mistreatment. It is being treated as if it were just a bunch of ideas, albeit logically connected ones.

But when I read the New Testament, this is not at all what I encounter. I encounter a living, breathing revelation from a living God. In fact, salvation happens when one encounters the “good news.” How can something as concrete and transformative as that be treated so abstractly? How can one convey the dynamism of the theologizing and ethicizing of the New Testament writers, who manifest a living faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, and, even more, the dynamism of the one who breathed his Word through them in order to save a lost world? As the apostle Paul once said, “Who is sufficient for these things?” No wonder so many people just politely decline the invitation to write a New Testament theology or a New Testament ethics! It is like a priest declining the invitation into the inner sanctum of the temple out of reverent fear.

But do we really need another large volume or two on New Testament theology or New Testament ethics or both? Actually, yes, we do, for several very good reasons. First, the relationship between theology and ethics has seldom been adequately treated in either New Testament theology or New Testament ethics volumes. Honestly, I cannot think of a single omnibus volume dealing with New Testament theology and ethics that adequately addresses this relationship or interface. Victor Paul Furnish was pushing in the right direction with his Theology and Ethics in Paul,3 but no one has followed his lead adequately, even in Pauline studies. Second, some of the key terms in the New Testament are both theological and ethical. For example, the word love is both a noun and a verb, and indeed it is the major moral noun used to define God in 1 John! Love is both a divine and human attribute and a divine and human activity, and so it is the subject of both indicatives and imperatives in the New Testament. The enormous importance of love and loving in the New Testament itself should have warned us against too rigid a separation of theology and ethics, and once again the reminder made by Furnish in The Love Command in the New Testament4 has largely gone unheeded. Third, as I have pointed out in The Problem with Evangelical Theology,5 the Reformation, despite its many good effects on Christendom, had as one of its unfortunate side effects that ethics took a back seat to theology, indeed was severed from theology (using pejorative terms such “works righteousness” to refer to good works or ethical behavior), and salvation was deemed to be all about theology, and in particular about the human position in relationship to God rather than the human condition. Imputed righteousness supplanted imparted righteousness as a necessity for salvation, even final salvation.

On further review, the purely forensic reading of Pauline soteriology has done an injustice even to Paul, never mind to Jesus and his teaching. It is time to recognize that both Protestant and Catholic readings of Paul on the matter of salvation have their faults and flaws, and some correction needs to be offered. We need to hold together the indicatives and imperatives of Scripture, while of course emphasizing that the divine initiative of grace always precedes and enables the human response. The precedence and leading role of grace does not, however, make the human response of faith and praxis dispensable, even if the issue is salvation. As James, the brother of Jesus, so rightly stressed, faith without works is dead, and is not saving faith.

So here is how I conceive this project. First of all, I am writing two large academic volumes, but trying to do so in a lively enough manner that almost anyone can read them. And I will not be limiting the discussion to “New Testament theology.” I will be talking about both the theologizing and the ethicizing of the New Testament writers. Here, Victor Furnish’s older study on Theology and Ethics in Paul does indeed provide something of a precedent.

Furthermore, since context is crucial in dealing with theological and ethical matters, and since what we actually have in the New Testament is not theological or ethical treatises but rather theologizing and ethicizing into specific contexts for specific purposes, I have decided by and large not to extract the theology or ethics from the narratives and arguments in the New Testament and cast them upon some sort of abstract Procrustean bed. Instead, I have let the first volume especially be more expositional in character, dealing with theology and ethics as we find them intertwined in contexts offered to us by the individual witnesses. I will offer core samplings of the theologizing and ethicizing of Jesus and each of the New Testament writers with an emphasis on understanding the meaning of what they are saying in their various contexts. This can be called an exegetical approach to analyzing the theologizing and ethicizing found in these books. The second volume will be more synthetic in character, seeing what can be said about a “theology and ethic of the New Testament.” Thereafter, I plan to write a one-volume simplified version of these two more academic volumes for a wider audience.

To reiterate and be clear: what I intend to do in this volume is give the reader a sampling of the doing of theology and ethics in the twenty-seven books in the New Testament, honoring them as individual witnesses on these subjects. Some scholars will call this volume an example of exegetical or contextual theological and ethical analysis. That is correct. I am not organizing the material according to later biblical or systematic theological categories (e.g., justification and sanctification), or according to later ethical categorizations (e.g., virtue ethics separated from sexual ethics). In my experience, it is better to let the documents themselves dictate what subjects come up and how we talk about them. Also, since most New Testament theologies tend to focus on the so-called major witnesses, such as Paul or the author of the Johannine literature, I am going out of my way to do justice to some of the less-discussed portions of the New Testament while not neglecting the “major witnesses.” This is important for anyone who takes the New Testament canon as a whole seriously as the rule of faith for Christians.

I conceive of the various New Testament witnesses as being like a smallish choir. All are singing the same cantata, but each has an individual voice and is singing its own parts and notes. If we fail to pay attention to all the voices in the choir, we do not get the entire effect. It is inappropriate to focus too much on the “four tenors” of the evangelists or on the basso profundo of Paul to the neglect of the other voices, and certainly it is entirely inappropriate to ignore or miss out on the musician who prompted all this singing in the first place—Jesus. Soon, after some necessary preliminary discussions, it will be time to start listening intently to this New Testament cantata. It will require multiple listenings to clearly distinguish all the voices and figure out what their parts are and what their importance is. If this first volume is about closely analyzing the sheet music left to us by which each musician’s part is delineated, the second volume will attempt to re-create what it might have sounded like had they ever gotten together and performed their scores ensemble—to produce a single masterful cantata. Let those who have two good ears listen intently.






 THE OVERTURE

The Grand Story of the Divine Image


And we all, who with unveiled faces reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his image with ever increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.

2 CORINTHIANS 3:18





It is my conviction that the relationship of theology to ethics, at least in the New Testament, is not an abstract thing but rather something very organic. To sum it up succinctly: God wants his moral and spiritual character (and behavior) replicated in his people. As God is holy, just, righteous, loving, compassionate, merciful, and so on, so also he expects his people to be. The way this transformation of fallen human beings happens is through the new birth, progressive sanctification (referred to in the quotation from 2 Corinthians), and finally glorification. In other words, this transformation and conformation has everything to do with one’s final salvation. The way this transformation happens involves the initiative of God’s grace, but it also involves the human response, the imitation of Christ, and the doing of works of piety and charity. Ephesians 2:10 puts it this way: “For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” It appears that the Christian life, from the dawning moments of divine intent, was not only about belief and trust in God, however correct, but also about behavior as something necessary for final salvation where there was time and opportunity for it, behavior being the working out of belief in living practice.

Interestingly, the biblical language used to describe the relationship of God’s character to human character and God’s behavior to human behavior is the language of “image.” This language is pregnant and has both theological and ethical components to it. On the one hand, Christ is seen as one who in the fullest sense bears the divine image and character on earth, such that “He who has seen the Son has seen the Father.” Image language is applied to the Son in various places in the New Testament (e.g., Col 1:15; Heb 1:1-4).

Also interestingly, on the other hand, “image” language was already applied to human beings in general going back to Adam in order to describe the relationship between God and human beings: they were created in the image of God. But then there was the disaster of the fall, and the image was distorted, disgraced, warped, bent, but not totally effaced or erased. Salvation history could be described as the story of the attempt to restore human beings so that they once more properly reflect the image of God on earth, which they were always intended to do.

But the way that process of restoration transpires is ultimately and finally through a mediator—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. And thus restoration of the imago Dei in humankind is directly linked to the person and work of Christ on earth and afterwards. Indeed, in describing the process of sanctification and glorification, Paul can say in Romans 8:28-30 that it is a matter of being conformed to the image of the Son, such that Christ’s history becomes our destiny.

The process of being conformed to the image of God in Christ involves both divine activity and human activity. God works in the believer and in the believing community to will and to do, but the individual and the community must work out its salvation with fear and trembling (Phil 2:12-13). This involves, among other things, imitation of the virtues and behavior of Christ, but all the while God’s Spirit is working those virtues, and that character transformation, into the believer. This is what is being affirmed in places such as Galatians 5 in the well-known discussion of the fruit of the Spirit.

The Spirit’s work does not replace or supplant the need for human effort and imitation of Christ; indeed, it enables it. Although humans could never imitate Christ, even approximately, without incessant empowerment and grace, they are expected and required to do so nevertheless, precisely because that grace superabounds and is constantly being given by the all-loving God, who sent his Son with the desire and intent that none should perish but all participate in everlasting life, indeed participate in becoming like the Son and so reflect the indelible image. The goal of this whole process of salvation and restoration of the image is stated boldly in 2 Peter 1:3-4: “God’s divine power has given us everything we need for a godly life through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness. Through these things he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them we may be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.”

It is clear from the context that the author of this passage is not talking about “theosis,” or the divinizing of human beings or human nature. He is not, for example, talking about humans becoming omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent, and the like. What he is talking about is the actual transformation of the human heart and life into a holy heart and life that mirror the moral character of God. And this brings us to the question of the role of faith and knowledge in this whole process of becoming more like God.

The author of 2 Peter says that God’s power and all the moral equipping comes to us “through our knowledge of him” and through the embracing of what we know, including embracing the promises that God has made. In other words, both faith in God and a certain knowledge of God are a prerequisite to, and an ongoing component of, the process of sanctification and glorification. Put differently and in a more Pauline manner: initial salvation happens by grace but through faith in Christ, through the believing of certain things about Christ and God, and the trusting of those truths and the God who revealed them. The objective means of salvation and restoration is God in Christ; the subjective means is both the internal work of the Spirit and the faith response, on an ongoing basis, of the believer.

The implications of all this are striking. God originally created human beings in his moral image. God created them not only with a capacity for relationship with God, but also with a capacity to reflect the divine moral character on earth and serve as God’s representatives, God’s witnesses, God’s talismans on earth. The image of God was effaced in the fall but not completely erased. God then set out on a restoration and reclamation project called “salvation” so that once more the divine image could be reflected more purely and perfectly on earth in God’s greatest creation. The process culminated in the sending of the last Adam, Christ, who perfectly bore the image of God, indeed bore not just the image but the very nature of God, and so became the means of the renewal of that image in human beings through divine action but also through belief, behavior, and more specifically the behavior called imitation—the imitation of Christ. This imitation, however, is quite impossible unless one knows something about the historical Jesus, his pattern of life, and his words, deeds, and personal nature. And here we must add that salvation is not viewed as an end in itself but rather as a means to an end, the end being a right relationship with God and a life of worshiping God and of loving fellowship with one’s fellow human beings.

The process of salvation was not all a purely divine work, nor could it ever have been a purely human work of fallen human beings. The dominant player and participant in the reclamation project is, of course, God, but God chose not to be the only player. God chose to save us not apart from our own willing participation because salvation was meant to result in a personal relationship between God and his people whereby love was freely given and freely received. If predetermined, this love would cease to be love in the biblical sense, for love is the ultimate expression of both divine and human freedom. Self-sacrificial engagement with and for the other results not just in communication but also in communion, not just in response but also in everlasting relationship.

Theology, then, as found in the New Testament, is ultimately about describing the person and work of God, in particular the person and work of God in Christ by means of the Spirit, since the Spirit is the only full manifestation and perfect reflection of the divine character on earth. There is indeed an aspect of theology (e.g., the description of the ontological character or God) that has no analogue in the ethics of the New Testament. But the focus of the New Testament is actually more on the moral character of God, and for that there absolutely is an analogue when it comes to human behavior and character. In other words, ethics in the New Testament is primarily the application of the theology of God’s moral character and behavior to human beings, who are enabled to become imitators, not just of other godly humans (e.g., Paul), but of Christ and so of God.

The full efforts of God’s saving grace and the full efforts of human striving after moral perfection have as their goal one and the same thing: the full conformity of the believer to the image of God’s Son, so that we might not merely reflect God’s glory, but also better glorify God and edify each other. The only ethics that we have in the New Testament really is theological ethics, so closely are the indicatives of moral theology linked to the imperatives given to God’s people. The goal is that the indelible and perfect character of God be indelibly stamped on his creatures such that God’s image is perfectly reflected in those creatures. Just as when one looks on the Son, one sees the spitting image of the Father, the very character of the Father, so too when one looks on the spiritual brothers and sisters of Jesus, one ought to be able to see the image of the Son. The original heart cry of God, “Be holy, as I am holy,” is to be answered not only in God’s Son, but also through the Son in the lives of his spiritual family.

One further implication should be mentioned. Theology and ethics in and of the New Testament should never have been severed, with the former glorified and the latter sometimes even vilified, or at least trivialized. There is such a connection between the two that we cannot understand the theology unless we understand the ethics, and vice versa. One cannot understand the theological implications unless one also understands the ethical applications. Ethics is mostly the application of the theology to the human sphere in regard to human character and behavior.

It has been said that we become what we admire. In the New Testament we are urged to look on Christ, to adore him, to praise him, and then to be conformed to his image through the internal work of God and the imitating of Christ, thus becoming sons and daughters of God. It is a consummation devoutly to be wished, and one on which both God and his people have always been working.

If we need further proof of the close nexus of theology and ethics in the New Testament, we need look no further than the chief of the virtues, which is also said to define God: agapē (“love”). It is, frankly, amazing how many things in the New Testament can be said to be summed up by this word. For example, the major moral noun predicated of God in the New Testament is love (1 Jn 4). When God is said to be holy, just, righteous, compassionate, and merciful, this is true, but all these are adjectives referring to attributes. God is not called “holiness,” “righteousness,” and so on, but he is called “love.” At the same time, 1 Corinthians 13 tells us that love is the chief of human virtues. Or we may think of Romans 13:10, which says that love is “the fulfillment of the law,” or Colossians 3:14, where love is called “the bond of perfection.” Jesus himself, when he exhorts his disciples to be perfect as the heavenly Father is perfect, is clearly enough exhorting them to love as God loves (Mt 5:43-48). In fact, Jesus says that loving enemies as God does is what allows one to be a child of the Father. Christian behavior is once more modeled on the moral and spiritual character of God, particularly as it is revealed in Christ. It can be no accident that Jesus says that the essence of the law, what God most requires of us, is to love God wholeheartedly and to love neighbor as self. Love and law are not antagonists; they are partners in the service of the King. But in order to bear the image, we must first behold it, hence the need to understand both the theology and the ethics of the New Testament if we are to understand God, ourselves, and the interpersonal relationship between God and ourselves. Consider this study as an attempt to bring these things into view.






PROLOGUE

Guiding Principles for New Testament
Theology and Ethics



Let us assume that the notion of a right interpretation of the Bible is not meaningless, but it is eschatological.

HANS FREI1




Let us remember that the story is called “Good News.” It is not a rule book. It is not a set of doctrines. It is above all not a ransom note. It is a love letter.

WAYNE A. MEEKS2






It has been said that where one starts predetermines where one will end up. I am not totally convinced this is so, but I do think that it would be wise if I lay some of my cards on the table at the outset. I trust that you will find there are no jokers in the deck. A point of departure at the least involves picking a particular trajectory or direction to pursue.

In a small and helpful theological study, Dennis Kinlaw suggests Let’s Start with Jesus.3 I like this line of thinking, especially, of course, for Christians, but there are some problems with it. The story of Jesus is the climax of the biblical narrative, neither its beginning nor its end, nor its center.4 From a narratological point of view, it is difficult to start the tale at the climax. It is rather like coming into a movie when it is two-thirds finished. Nevertheless, from a theological and ethical point of view, I think that Kinlaw is quite right. If we are to understand God and the divine blueprint for humankind, we need to begin where the light is brightest and the insights into divine character are clearest.

This in turn means that the Christian must first learn to read the Bible back to front, so to speak. One needs to know the story of Jesus and the revelation of God in Christ and then read the Old Testament in light of that. This is precisely what we so often find the writers of the New Testament doing. Their experience of and worship of Christ caused a Copernican revolution in their thinking.

Take, for example, the case of Paul. Though as a Pharisee Paul had looked at life through the lens of the Mosaic law, now as a Christian he looks at all things through the eyes of Christ, so to speak. This does not mean that he is leaving behind law or imperatives; it means that he will view God’s law now through his christological lens. Too much of what passes for New Testament theology or New Testament ethics does not in fact start with Jesus, either the person or his words and work. Although New Testament theology and ethics should not be christomonistic (there are other obvious dimensions to these subjects even when examined in a Christian way), they nevertheless should be what the New Testament writers themselves saw theology and ethics to be: christologically focused. This has particular implications for both belief and behavior, and it is the latter that often gets neglected. The call is for the Christian to be Christlike; to follow Christ’s example includes the call to embody the ethic of the Sermon on the Mount, not as just one possible Christian ethical stance but as an essential part of any Christian ethical stance. As we will see, there are some radical consequences to starting the New Testament theological and ethical discussion with Jesus and not with Paul or someone else.

Paradoxically, what this Christian hermeneutical move does not entail, however, is reading the Old Testament in a nonhistorical manner, by which I mean reading it without a sense of the development or progress of revelation through time and the concomitant development of God’s people and their understanding of God over time, and indeed the development of what is called variously the “history of Israel” or “salvation history.” On the one hand, the Old Testament writings can and should be read as the Jewish Scriptures that they are, and they deserve to be heard on their own terms. These books were not written by Christians or, in the first instance, for Christians, although as the New Testament writers were to say later, God had the later Christian audience in view as well from the outset. On the other hand, the very existence of even just the Gospels and their substance, never mind the rest of the New Testament, shows that Jesus and his followers did not believe that the Old Testament was the end of the story or even a self-contained story. It was not viewed from a doctrinal point of view as a closed canon either, with Malachi or some other Old Testament book as the finish line (more on this in a moment). For a Christian to fail to read the Old Testament in the light of the Christ event is to fail to follow the example of the New Testament writers themselves.

There are other theological and ethical issues that I must introduce before saying more about concepts of progressive revelation and christologically focused readings of the Old Testament. Here it must be stressed that the Christian approach to the Old Testament has to avoid both a Gnostic and a Marcionite approach (treating the Old Testament as if it were pointless or useless for Christian theology and ethics, or as if creation theology and history did not matter much) and also a purely non-Christian interpretation or valorization of the Old Testament while still respecting and learning from Jewish and other forms of non-Christian interpretation of the Old Testament. Much of the Old Testament does not require, and some of it will not submit easily to, a christological reading, and so there must be some care and balance in how a Christian reads the Old Testament, not turning it into some sort of Christian allegory or study of the incarnation before there ever was an incarnation.5 History must be respected, and Christian theology must also be served. One example must suffice here.

As I write this, I am staring at a replica icon, given to me the last time I taught in Moscow, which comes from the very monastery where Rubliev first made the icon of the “Old Testament Trinity.” It is a picture of the three angels who dined with Abraham. In my view, a proper Christian reading of that Old Testament story will say that it is about angels, who represent God, not about members of the Trinity; however, in light of the New Testament, one can talk about that angelophany as perhaps a “foreshadowing” of what is to come. Thus, talking about typology and foreshadowing preserves the historical givenness of the Old Testament while still reading the material in light of its New Testament sequel.



WHY PRIVILEGE THE NEW TESTAMENT DOCUMENTS?

Why narrow ourselves to theology and ethics in and of the New Testament? Why privilege these twenty-seven documents? Fair questions. The first reason is in fact a historical one. All other things being equal, the historian will want to go with the earliest and best evidence about a subject, the evidence that can be traced back to the eyewitnesses or those who knew them. The presumption must be that these witnesses are more likely to know what was going on, what was thought and said, at the beginning of the Jesus movement. And in fact, the earliest documents that we have are those twenty-seven that currently occupy the canon of the New Testament.

There are only a very few other documents that may be considered first-century A.D. sources of information about early Christianity: the Didache, Barnabas, 1 Clement, possibly 2 Clement, but probably not the Gospel of Thomas. I rule out the Gospel of Thomas for the very good reason that it reflects a knowledge of all four canonical Gospels and their editing and has an ethos and character quite unlike our earlier more Jewish sources. It seems clearly to have been written in the second century A.D. and probably in the latter part of that century. And although these other first-century documents are very interesting, they are also in various ways derivative. For example, 1 Clement is transparently dependent on 1 Corinthians, and the Didache reflects material that we find in the Gospel of Matthew. Even on the showing of the Jesus Seminar, the Gospel of Thomas perhaps provides us with one or two more otherwise unknown sayings of Jesus, but they add nothing of significance to our understanding of Jesus that we could not have derived from the earlier Gospel material. On the whole, it is fair to say that we learn little from these documents that is new about first-century Christian theology or ethics.

And, of course, besides this historical judgment about our earliest and best sources, there is also the fact that the early church of the fourth century, both east and west, concurred on these twenty-seven books being Scripture. This was a theological judgment as much as it was a historical one, as it was decided that these twenty-seven documents were normative and authoritative witnesses to the gospel truth and the apostolic evidence, suitable for use in faith and practice and particularly in worship, including in the teaching and preaching of Christian theology and ethics. These reasons are sufficient rationale, in my view, for concentrating on these books and not on others. They are our earliest, best, and most clearly sanctioned witnesses to early Christian belief and behavior. Thus, this study limits itself to what we find in the New Testament. That is more than enough of a landscape to peruse in one foray.6




THE ROLE OF DIVINE REVELATION IN
NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY AND ETHICS


Another of my assumptions is that the Bible is both the words of human beings and, in and through those words, the living Word of God. To me, it seems impossible to deal with a subject such as New Testament theology or New Testament ethics without being clear about the concept of divine revelation. If one denies that revelation from God is even possible, then it is understandable that one will be uncomfortable with talking about “the theology” or “the ethics” of the New Testament. After all, there are a variety of human authors and editors of the material in the New Testament, and one cannot expect all of them simply to agree as if by magic, especially when many of them wrote while being quite unaware of what other New Testament writers were saying or would say about a variety of topics. It is the presumption of a divine mind behind and speaking to and through all the human minds reflected in the New Testament that makes a topic such as New Testament theology or New Testament ethics a viable possibility.

If you are a student of church history, you will have noticed how often strong disagreements and flat contradictions have characterized that history. If the New Testament were just another church document, we would expect it to mirror these same sorts of flaws, but in fact it reflects a remarkable degree of harmony and unity throughout, in both its theologizing and its ethicizing. For example, we do not find one New Testament book arguing the case against Jesus being the divine Son of God while others argue for it. We do not find one New Testament book arguing that holy behavior is optional for Christians while others argue that it is mandatory. If all Scripture, including the New Testament books, is indeed God-breathed, then we may anticipate there being some sort of unity without uniformity in the New Testament literature, and in fact there is such a unity in the midst of diversity and difference.

I have stressed in The Living Word of God that if we take an inductive approach to the issue of what the phrase “the Word of God” means in various New Testament witnesses, and take an inductive approach to what inspiration amounts to and looks like, we will come to the conclusion that various New Testament writers believed that they spoke and wrote not just their own words but indeed the Word of God under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. But what inspiration actually looks like is what we find in the New Testament itself. This means that preconceived ideas about how the Word of God or “truth” can or should be expressed must be jettisoned in favor of a detailed examination of how it actually has been expressed in various genres of literature and in various forms of discourse in the New Testament.7

The Word of God that we have may not be the form of the Word of God we might want, since it has many peculiar features, including varying testimonies to the same events, and is often general when we would like it to be specific and vice versa. But we have what we have. Furthermore, it is not merely a bunch of eternal principles that are to be ferreted out of a mass of cultural forms of expression. It will not do to take a Docetic approach to the Bible. Rather, we must recognize the incarnational form of God’s revelation as it has come in a particular language at a particular time in particular forms of expression to particular first-century authors and audiences. The text of the New Testament does not have a meaning apart from its particularity; it has a meaning in its particularity. This is what we should expect, since God came in person into human history in Christ. An incarnational God quite naturally is witnessed to by an incarnational text, full of historical particularities. This is one reason why I will not be talking about the theology or ethics of the New Testament in this first volume but rather about the theologizing and ethicizing of particular New Testament writers. And as my colleague Amy-Jill Levine reminded me, the New Testament authors are writing to followers of Jesus, who need to hear particular aspects of the “good news.” Thus, there is a praxis-oriented and person-oriented aspect to the study; the theologizing and ethicizing do not follow a “one size fits all” model, since human beings are not all the same. We all have different needs, gifts, and talents.




PROBLEMS WITH READER-RESPONSE CRITICISM AND CANONICAL INTERPRETATION


I have come to the conclusion that there is no such thing as “the autonomy of the text,” despite many protests to the contrary in our era. Furthermore, reader-response criticism of the New Testament has, frankly, led people astray about the nature of meaning and how it works in New Testament texts. In fact, only in a literate, text-bound Internet age such as ours would a thesis about the autonomy of texts or about meaning residing in the eyes of the avid reader even be possible. But it is quite impossible as a way of looking at the New Testament when one realizes that the New Testament texts are just parts of, or surrogates for, the oral speech of specific individuals such as Paul and Peter. Although it is impossible to become mind readers or channelers of the minds of deceased New Testament writers, we may speak of the New Testament texts as expressing a portion of the thoughts and meanings of various New Testament writers. The fact that we are active readers requires that we be aware and also wary of this fact lest the text be read anachronistically over and over again. We must show respect for the original historical authors and the meanings that they encoded into their words and sentences and discourses and seek first to understand what they wrote on their terms, not ours. This, of course, requires actual historical study of the biblical text. This is not an optional extra feature added to understanding the New Testament; it is essential to the study of the New Testament. Not even New Testament theology or ethics should be studied in a nonhistorical manner.

The New Testament texts are extensions and expressions of the historical persons who wrote them. They did not exist in isolation when they were written, and they do not exist in isolation today. They were only part of an ongoing conversation and communion between believers then, and they are so today as well.8 By this I mean that we have more than literary evidence about the past. We also have material and cultural evidence through the hard work of archaeologists and historians. Of course, we also have some of the authors’ source material, namely, the Old Testament! What we do not have in the New Testament is a sense of canon, if we are referring to the New Testament writings themselves, except perhaps in 2 Peter 3. There, Paul’s letters are ranked along side “the other Scriptures” (2 Pet 3:16). Thus we do begin to see the process of canonization already during the New Testament period.

And this very historical perspective is one reason why we cannot, in the same breath, speak about the theologizing and ethicizing going on in the New Testament and canonical theology or canonical criticism. There was no New Testament canon during the New Testament period, and it is not the later fact of the existence of a canon that shapes this material or determines its theological or ethical contours. Canonical theology is an ex post facto thing that by definition could not exist in any full sense before the fourth century A.D. if we are including the New Testament canon in the discussion. In other words, the theology and ethics within the New Testament is one thing, but canonical theology is something else.

It is not the canonizing of this material in the first instance that gives it authority or normativity in the church. It already had that before there was a canon for the very good reason that it was apostolic testimony that spoke the truth about Jesus and other subjects important to early Christians. It is the truthful and apostolic character that gave these documents authority, not the church’s later valorization of these books, though that valorization did accelerate the process of their acceptance and recognition, even including disputed books such as 2 Peter and Jude. And just as it is not the canonizing of these documents that gave them authority in the first instance, so also it is not the “church” that gave them authority in the first instance.

We need to be as wary of an ecclesiocentric approach to New Testament theology and ethics as we need to be wary of a canonical one if our goal is to understand this material in its original, first-century contexts. The question to be asked is “Why were these documents deemed authoritative and normative in the very era in which they were written, the first century A.D.?” Clearly, it is not because they were already part of a collection of books called “the New Testament”! This means that they must have been viewed as having some sort of inherent authority, not an authority derived from later church councils or evaluations. This inherent authority has to do with their apostolic truth content. At this juncture, it will be good to have a brief dialogue with Francis Watson’s discussions about these very matters.




THE RELATION OF BIBLICAL THEOLOGY TO
NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY


It is one of the fundamental assumptions of this entire study that what is historically false cannot possibly be theologically true, when a theological assertion is being made about something historical. As applied to this study, what I mean, for instance, is that books written by Jews for Jews, not in the first instance for Christians, who did not yet exist, cannot lead to the conclusion that the Old Testament is simply a Christian book and its truth can be properly understood or interpreted only by faithful Christians. This whole approach to the matter seems to me to entail a fundamental denial of the very nature of God’s revelation and its progressive character, and furthermore a denial that the biblical message is not merely for the found but also for the lost. A theology of revelation or canon or of the Spirit that involves ignoring the historical facts or, worse, denying them is not a proper biblical theology at all.

Francis Watson, in his stimulating study Text and Truth: Redefining Biblical Theology, insists that the “Spirit of truth bears witness to the grace and truth that are to be found in the enfleshed Word not directly but in and through the Christian community—in and through its preaching and worship, its sacraments and canonical texts. These texts are foundational to the life of the church, not on the legalistic and biblicistic grounds that they possess an inherent, absolute authority to which we are bound to submit, but on the grounds that in them we encounter the particular life upon which the communal life of the church is founded: the life that is the light not only of the church but of the world.”9

In this view, apparently, the Spirit did not show up on planet earth prior to or outside the context of the church. There was no direct encounter between God and his chosen people, the Jews, prior to the coming of Christ and the Spirit to the followers of Jesus. I would not want to deny that the church is one place where God reveals his truth through his Word, but surely it is not the only place; otherwise, evangelistic preaching in a place where there is no church would be nothing more than words full of sound and fury but accomplishing nothing. There is a further problem with Watson’s argument.10 The Bible does indeed have an inherent authority precisely because it tells the truth about the matters that it discourses on. It does not merely have an authority because in it we encounter the Life, the Lord, about which it speaks, though of course that is true as well.

Another difficulty with Watson’s approach has to do with making “texts” prior to almost all else. Watson says, “The Word made flesh is never encountered without textual mediation, for Jesus is only recognized as such on the basis of a prior textuality. Jesus is initially acknowledged as Christ and Lord because that which takes place in him is said to take place ‘according to the scriptures.’”11 While I quite agree that “the life of Jesus did not take place in a text-free vacuum,”12 I would note that it did take place in what was largely an oral culture, not a culture of texts. Furthermore, prior understanding of at least some of the Bible does not seem to have been a prerequisite for grasping at least some of the meaning of the Christ event or for having an encounter with Jesus in the first generations of Christians.

There were, undoubtedly, some who encountered Jesus without prior knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures, and some of them indeed became his supporters, his partisans, his followers. One cannot well imagine the Gadarene demoniac as a student of the Hebrew Scriptures who understood Jesus on the basis of prior textual knowledge. Quite the opposite, it was the encounter with Jesus that led various people into a proper relationship with the text of the Scriptures. There were both mediated and unmediated encounters with Jesus, just as there have always been both mediated and textually unmediated encounters with the Holy Spirit and God the Father as well. It is one thing to say that Jesus, God the Father, and the Spirit cannot be fully understood without an understanding of the Scriptures; it is quite another to suggest that the church has a monopoly on the truth or on the encounter with and grace of God, or that it can only happen in the context of Christian community, worship, and the sharing of Christian texts. One can only wonder what the Moslem “followers of Issah” in various Moslem countries, who have become such because of visions that they have had of Jesus but who previously had never read the Bible or been part of a church, would think about such assertions. I am confident that they would find something terribly wrong with such notions.

On the other hand, Watson is right that the text of both Testaments, Old and New, are needful if one is to understand the full scope and meaning of the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. On this basis, Watson goes on to insist that “all Christian theology must be biblical theology.”13 I would agree with this assertion if by it one means that New Testament theology is founded and grounded in the Hebrew Scriptures and is dependent on them as a revelatory source in various ways. New Testament theology cannot stand alone, nor should Christian interpreters become the followers of Marcion.

This fact, however, does not make the Hebrew Scriptures in the first instance “the church’s book,” nor does it mean that we may expect to find full-blown Christian theology in the Old Testament—for instance, a doctrine of the Trinity or a doctrine of salvation by grace through faith in Jesus. It is precisely the historical realities reflected in the Old Testament that rule out such a theological approach. Christian theology that draws on the Old Testament cannot be done in some sort of ahistorical or flat way that does not take into account the progressive revelation of God and the fundamentally pre- or non-Christian character of the Old Testament. The attempt to turn the Old Testament into a Christian allegory involves a failure to grasp the historical nettle and is, at the end of the day, a bad example of historical anachronism. This does not mean that the Old Testament cannot be used in various Christian ways. It can. But that is more a matter of homiletical use and application than of interpretation of the Old Testament.

The Old Testament is primarily about the revelation of Yahweh, the one whom Christians call “God the Father,” and only in a secondary sense, and by way of promise and prophecy, a revelation of the Son and the Spirit. If the actual theological substance of the Old Testament is taken into account, and not merely its contemporizing hermeneutical use by later Christians, then it is in fact possible to say that what we have in the Old Testament is truths that could equally well be affirmed by Jews, Christians, and Moslems, and indeed they are affirmed by various such believers, though the uses that they make of these texts vary. The fact that these Old Testament truths may not be sufficient in themselves unto Christian conversion or salvation is another matter. Truth is no less true simply because it is, as the author of Hebrews 1:1 suggested, “partial and piecemeal.”

It is crucial to keep steadily in view both the historical givenness of the biblical texts and their theological character. They always and everywhere speak about a God who reveals himself in space and time in various ways to various persons, both saved and lost, both Jew and Gentile, both literate and illiterate, both textually aware and textually oblivious. Abraham did not encounter and follow God’s directives on the basis of a prior understanding of Holy Writ mediated to him through a community of faithful interpreters of the Genesis sagas.

I quite agree with Watson, however, that the Bible is irremediably theological in character. It is all about God and God’s relationship with various human individuals and groups. The Bible’s history cannot be readily abstracted from its theologizing or vice versa. There is, of course, a good reason for this: God is committed to involvement in the messiness and contingencies of human history and always has been. Indeed, it should be said that God, as the creator of all things, including all human beings, is the one who made history possible, viable, having purpose and goal, and so on. Further, I agree with Watson that the segregation of biblical studies from theological studies has led to the impoverishment of both fields. Exegetes are working on inherently theological texts! Biblical theologians require exegetical study to come to grips with the subjects of their own fields of interest and inquiry. Watson is right to complain about the rigid divisions of these fields in the guild.

Watson urges a “dialectical” interdependence between the Old Testament and the New Testament, decrying the tendency to see the Old Testament as merely background for the New Testament. He urges, “The notion of a dialectical unity between the two bodies of writing, constituted as ‘old’ and ‘new’ by their relationship to the foundational event that they together enclose and attest, only makes sense from a theological standpoint.”14 I agree with this assertion in principle, but I would add that such an assertion only makes sense from an historical viewpoint as well. After all, the terms old and new refer to time and space and to events that happen in time and space and objects that are created in time and space, such as the various parts of the Bible. Watson later rightly stresses that the biblical texts are both theologically motivated and genuinely historiographical in intent and character.15

Here is where I must insist, however, that unless one does justice to both the historical and theological character of these texts, one will neither be doing theology properly nor be doing history justice. What do I mean by this? For one thing, I mean that the Old Testament does not cease to be Christian Scripture simply because it mostly tells us about God the Father and his relationship with the universe, the world, a people. Patrology (the study of God the Father), in the more antique and theologically loaded sense of that term, is just as much a part of Christian theology as Christology is. The fact that with benefit of hindsight and further revelation Christians came to view the Father through the lens of the Son and the Spirit does not mean that we cannot appreciate what is going on in the Old Testament on its own terms and, furthermore, recognize that the Christian doctrine of God would be severely and seriously impoverished without what the Old Testament has to say about that matter and many others. For example, the holiness, justice, mercy, and indeed the love of God would be far less clear if we did not have the Hebrew Scriptures.

Watson is calling scholars to practice “biblical theology.” He defines it as follows: “Biblical theology is biblical, that is, concerned with the whole Christian Bible; it is more than the sum of Old Testament theology and New Testament theology, understood as separate disciplines. Biblical theology is theology, where attempts are made to limit it to a purely descriptive capacity, it quickly becomes redundant and the expression passes out of use.”16 I am in sympathy with the thrust of both of these sentences, but some qualifications are needed.

First, although biblical theology may be more than the sum of Old Testament and New Testament theology, if it is truly “biblical” theology, it cannot be other than Old Testament and New Testament theology lest it cease to be biblical in the proper sense. By this I mean that biblical theology can be constructed only out of Old Testament and New Testament theology and theological material. It has no other primary resource. And when it goes beyond what is said in the Old Testament and/or New Testament, it has to be ever so careful not to go against what is said in those sources. I do not think that biblical theology can or should be attempted without reliance on both Old Testament and New Testament theology and on the work of those scholars who labored long in the vineyard of Old Testament or New Testament theology. This includes reliance on the work of various non-Christian scholars, and it means indeed that the attempt to build or frame a biblical theology cannot be seen as a task that involves only reliance on or dialogue with Christian interpreters. In other words, a hermeneutical ecclesiological a priori is a mistake when one is attempting to do a biblical theology worth its salt and open to all insights from whatever sources and scholars.17

Second, I must insist that the proper order of things is that discovering and discerning the character of Old Testament theology and New Testament theology on its own merits must be seen as a necessarily prior enterprise to the constructing of a biblical theology, not least because we have all seen what happens when the Bible is read through the grid of later Calvinist or Arminian or Lutheran or Orthodox or Catholic systematic theology: the biblical text is read anachronistically and is gerrymandered for various later theological purposes and battles of which the biblical writers were innocent and ignorant. In short, distortion of the meaning of biblical texts happens over and over again as the attempt is made to make them fit a preexisting theological schema. A good example of this is the rapture doctrine that underpins dispensational theology, a doctrine that the church had never heard of or really believed in before the nineteenth century.18

And then there is the further problem that when one begins talking about the “Christian Bible,” one must ask, “Which one?” Would that be the Bible of the Orthodox or the Catholics or the Protestants? What counts as foundational texts, and are any beyond the generally received sixty-six books legitimate as sources for Biblical theology? But when you ask about which Christian Bible, you have asked not merely a theological question but also a historical one.

I, as a New Testament scholar, do not feel competent to do “biblical theology,” and, frankly, I know few people who are competent to do so, whether exegetes or theologians, for this requires a level of knowledge and expertise not only in the Old Testament and New Testament but also in the larger sphere of theology. I suspect that such a project would require a variety of Old Testament and New Testament scholars and theologians working together. However, I do feel competent to talk about the influence of the Old Testament on New Testament thought, on the use of the Old Testament in the New Testament, on the grounding of much of New Testament thought in Old Testament thought, and the like without ignoring the paradigm shift that comes as a result of the Christ event. From a hermeneutical point of view, since Christians are not under the old covenant in any of its manifestations, how exactly the Old Testament is the basis of Christian theologizing is a delicate question in various regards, and it is insufficient to say that the Old Testament must simply be read christologically, though that is one of the tasks that the New Testament writers themselves undertake and encourage us to undertake.




PROBLEMS WITH POSTMODERN INTERPRETATION


More helpful are Watson’s trenchant criticisms of postmodern and reader-response approaches to the biblical text. He throws down the gauntlet at the beginning of his essay on this subject:

A Christian faith concerned to retain its own coherence cannot for a moment accept that the biblical texts (individually and as a whole) lack a single determinant meaning, that their meanings are created by their readers, or that theological interpretations [sic—surely he means “interpreters”] must see themselves as non-privileged participants in an open-ended, pluralistic conversation. Such a hermeneutic assumes that these texts are like any other “classic” texts: self-contained artifacts, handed down to us through the somewhat haphazard processes of tradition, bearing with them a cultural authority that has now lost much of its normative force, yet challenging the interpreter to help ensure that they will at least remain readable, and continue to be read.19


Watson is right to assert that an author’s meaning is encoded into the words that convey it and that we can know something of the author’s intention in saying such things by studying the author’s words in their original context. Writings, perhaps inspired writings in particular, have the intention of communicating something of importance to one or more recipients. Watson puts it this way: “When A speaks to B about x, what B receives is not a communication about x that might have come from anywhere . . . but a communication that is distinctively A’s communication. To understand and to respond to the communication is therefore not only to understand and respond to what is said about x but to understand and respond to A. Communication is an irreducibly interpersonal event.”20

This is right on target. If one properly understands a text, then one has understood what the author intended to say and does say. The text cannot be severed from its original author, since it is an expression of the mind of that author, nor can or should it be assumed that the meaning of the text is to be generated by the receiver of the communication. “Verbal meaning is not so ephemeral. . . . Readers can only receive meaning, they cannot create it.”21 Can there be a secondary significance to a text not originally intended by the author? Well, yes, that is possible, but, as Watson goes on to stress, “true ‘significance’ is to be found in the single, verbal meaning itself, that is in its enduring . . . force. The notion of a secondary, ephemeral ‘contextual significance’ is therefore subordinate to the primary universal significance this text claims by virtue of its role as ‘gospel.’”22 Here I prefer to substitute “Word of God” for “gospel.”

Equally helpful is Watson’s stress that the biblical author is concerned not merely that the audience understand, but that they act. There is, of course, a distinction between understanding a communication and choosing to respond appropriately to it. “An adequate interpretation of the literal sense of a text will seek to explain not only what the author is saying but also what he or she is doing.” Watson reminds us that even with lack of clear understanding of what an author or speaker is saying, we may still know what that author wants, precisely because of the context. Watson gives the example of encountering a border guard speaking in a foreign language that one does not know. One correctly surmises that the guard is performing a speech-act, wanting the listener to produce his or her passport. Even though the listener has failed to understand the meaning of most or all of the speaker’s words, the speech-act is successful because the context made clear what the speaker wanted.23

Watson goes on to stress that normally speech-acts require a certain context if they are to achieve their intended effect: “To make a promise or issue a command presupposes a complex set of prior conditions and relationships”24 This is true, but only up to a point, or else a speech-act could never communicate successfully with a stranger or a foreigner unaware of the author’s context and not sharing that author’s community. Evangelism would be impossible if one takes too narrow a view of what preconditions are required for genuine communication.

Watson is, however, quite right that the intention of the author should not be divided from the text of the author, as if intent lies only in the mind of the speaker or writer and the words are something else. He rightly warns, “It misunderstands authorial intention as a purely psychological event that precedes and constrains the words, exerting a continuing influence on the text from the outside. Against this view, authorial intention is to be seen as primarily embodied in the words the author wrote.”25 “Authorial intention is the principle of a text’s intelligibility, and cannot be detached from the text itself. The capacity of writing to extend the scope of a speech-act in space and time precludes an understanding of authorial intention purely in terms of the author’s immediate historical context.”26 But it is not just the capacity of writing that does this, for we are dealing with the living Word of God, not just any kind of communication. We are dealing with words that God uses repeatedly to convey not merely his meaning but also his presence, his salvation, and many other things. Much of the discussion in this particular section prepares us for the next section, which deals with the issue of context.




THE IMPORTANCE OF ORIGINAL CONTEXT


I tell my students all the time that a text without a context is just a pretext for what we want it to mean, and thus the New Testament text must be read in its historical, rhetorical, literary, social, and religious contexts. This is just as true of the theologizing and ethicizing of the New Testament writers as anything else. Texts themselves do not theologize or ethicize into various contexts, people do. We can talk about the theologizing or ethicizing of Paul or Peter, but we cannot talk about the theologizing or ethicizing of 1 Corinthians, for instance. Talk of the theology or ethics of this or that book is just one more attempt to abstract the theology from its human and personal and historical context so that it can be manipulated, and this is a mistake. The texts come from real human beings in real situations that we, through various forms of contextual study, know a good deal about. These texts do not have meaning, or at least their meaning cannot be fully understood, apart from a knowledge of these linguistic, cultural, social, rhetorical, historical, and religious contexts.

For example, I will not understand what Jesus meant in Mark 10:45 about being a ransom in place of the many unless I understand something about processes of redemption out of slavery and bondage in the first century, something about early Jewish thinking about death as a means of atonement, and something about the echoes of Isaiah 53 in this verse—to present only a brief list of things needful for understanding. Unless we read texts in their original historical contexts, there is the ever-present danger of anachronism and distortion. In other words, Christian theologians need to care about history and its contexts because the New Testament is not composed of abstract philosophizing about Jesus or the Christ event. They need to stop talking about the autonomy of texts altogether if the New Testament is their point of reference. It is also not all that helpful to start by reading the New Testament in light of later philosophically grounded theological debates that resulted in the creeds of the third and fourth century and later. Rather, we must pay it forward. The creeds should be read in the light of the New Testament and critiqued by the New Testament. In fact, all later biblical, historical, systematic, or modern special interest theologies (e.g., postcolonial readings or radical feminist readings) need to be normed by and critically sifted in the light of what the New Testament actually says and means, if we are interested in doing Christian theologizing or ethicizing.




PROBLEMS WITH THE INTENTIONAL FALLACY THEORY


An equally egregious mistake often made today is talking about the “intentional fallacy.” As Philip Esler has recently stressed in his groundbreaking work New Testament Theology: Communion and Community,27 William Kurtz Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley, who coined the phrase and wrote the original essay about “the intentional fallacy” (published in 1946), were talking about only one kind of literary text—poems! It is about poems that they said, “The design or intention of the author is neither available nor desirable as a standard of judging the success of a work of literary art.”28 In their view, poems existed in a highly unusual world of signification divorced from both intentionality and meaning. Wimsatt and Beardsley go on to make the following important distinction: “In this respect poetry differs from practical messages, which are successful if and only if we correctly infer the intention.”29 In other words, since the New Testament is not simply a bunch of poems, even the original authors of the “intentional fallacy” idea would not see it as applicable to the New Testament!30

As Esler stresses, what we have in the New Testament are very definitely practical messages that presuppose historical authors and audiences that have a relationship, even in the case of an anonymous document such as Hebrews or 1 John (see, e.g., Heb 13). Therefore, it is important to interpret New Testament texts in light of all the available contextual evidence that we have, and we must assume that these texts express some of the mind and intentions of their historical authors.

We must also assume that these texts were intended to have, and do have, meanings. Meaning is encoded in the text; it is not something readers should feel free to construct for themselves, though of course it is true that active readers do often read things into the text of the New Testament that simply are not there. We would call that a “bad reading” of the text. My theory of meaning is derived from the work of people such as E. D. Hirsch and, more recently, Kevin Vanhoozer, and as a historian, I must say that their epistemology and theories of meaning seem much closer to that of the New Testament authors than do those of modern scholars who are more indebted to existentialist and nihilist philosophers than they are to the biblical sources when it comes to the matter of meaning.31 Words have meaning in contexts, and the context is not just literary in the case of the New Testament documents; it is the rhetorical environment of oral discourse, declaration, proclamation, and persuasion. The more we know about how words worked in an oral culture, the better we will understand the theologizing and ethicizing of the New Testament.

I would also make a distinction between the meaning of a text and its larger significance for later readers. A text can have all sorts of personal significances for various people that are not necessarily directly derived from the original intended meaning of the text. For example, when our first child was about to be born, my wife and I were reading Ezekiel, in its latter chapters, and we heard God’s promises to Israel to multiply their kindred, keep them safe, and bring them home soon. Of course, I knew that these were promises to exilic Israel about their return to the Holy Land. But God used those words to speak to my wife and me, and sure enough, our first child was born safely the next morning, and they came home from the hospital soon thereafter. That is an application to a different audience in different circumstances, but the promise was just as significant to us.




THE MEANING OF THE NEW TESTAMENT TEXTS AND THEIR SIGNIFICANCE FOR US TODAY


In a seminal essay written in the 1960s, Harvard professor Krister Stendahl made a distinction between what a text meant and what it means today. I am not entirely happy with this distinction. I would prefer to talk about the difference between what it meant and what it may signify for various people today. I prefer to say that what it meant back then and there is still what the text means today. The meaning has not changed, though the implications, applications, and significances do change as the world and its cultures change.

Stendahl admits in his discussion that the reason behind the distinction between what it meant and what it means is his distaste for, and desire to distance himself from, the original meaning, or at least from the history-of-religions findings about the original meanings of these New Testament texts. What especially disturbed scholars such as Rudolf Bultmann, Karl Barth, and Oscar Cullmann was the disregard for both the theological substance of the New Testament documents and the discounting of their relevance for current thinking, believing, and behaving. It was in response to the history-of-religions approach that what came to be called the “biblical theology movement” arose, but with a price. Stendahl notes, “The biblical theologian becomes primarily concerned with the present meaning, he implicitly (Barth) or explicitly (Bultmann) loses his enthusiasm or ultimate respect for the descriptive task.”32 On the one hand, this sort of assumption led a figure such as Bultmann to insist on the demythologizing of the text, and on the other hand, to look for a contemporary form of thinking, in this case existentialism, to serve as the new language through which to express theology and interpret the New Testament. There were problems with both ends of this project. Barth, for his part, took more of an ahistorical approach to the theology of the New Testament without endorsing existentialism as the vehicle that provides the hermeneutics or language of proper discourse.

Why is it important to take the stand that what the text meant then is still what it means today? The answer is simple. If the New Testament is indeed the Word of God, then we must work especially hard to respect its historical givenness and incarnational quality. We must do our homework and do our best to understand the inspired words in their original form and settings. Put another way, these words were the Word of God for first-century persons. They had to make some sense to them as they originally addressed those audiences. And they will make sense to us the more we enter into their thought world, the more we understand their forms of discourse.

The negative corollary of this is that what these words could not possibly have meant in the first century they cannot mean today, even when it comes to prophetic material, as we will see. A good example of the problem is shown by Augustine’s famous allegorizing of the parable of the good Samaritan, in which he argues that the Samaritan is Jesus, the oil and wine are the sacraments, the inn is the church, and the money is penance money. It is safe to say that Jesus’ original audience could never have understood this parable that way, nor did Jesus himself. New Testament theology is not properly done if it discounts or ignores or downplays the historical character and substance of the New Testament documents. As Stendahl puts it, we need a “theology which retains history as a theologically charged category.”33

New Testament theology or ethics is also not properly done if we simply assume that our modern worldview and presuppositions are obviously better and more correct than those of the authors of the New Testament itself. Actually, we most often see this latter assumption in play when it comes to New Testament ethics. For example, we will hear things such as “The New Testament writers accepted and even endorsed slavery, which we know now is obviously wrong, and therefore we cannot simply accept and apply the ethical imperatives of the New Testament today.” Such judgments then give permission to take a “pick and choose” approach to both New Testament theology and New Testament ethics, and the basis of such choosing is usually certain unproven and unexamined modern assumptions. There are numerous problems with this whole approach.

In the first place, it involves a failure to do one’s historical homework adequately. The New Testament writers no more endorse slavery than they endorse ancient patriarchy. Rather, they must begin their discourse on such subjects where the audience actually is and try to mold a more Christian approach to existing institutions. Close examination of what the New Testament says on both these subjects shows the New Testament writer prodding and leading their audiences to question the zeitgeist in regard to these issues and move beyond such fallen views and institutions. So, for instance, in Philemon, Philemon is exhorted to treat Onesimus no longer as a slave but rather as one who is much more than a slave, as a brother in Christ. Similarly, in Ephesians 5, Paul offers, as a heading for his discussion of submission, respect, and love in the family, an exhortation that all Christians submit to one another out of reverence for Christ (Eph 5:21).

In other words, a superficial reading of the historical evidence has led to the conclusion that at least some of the New Testament evidence is morally and even theologically repugnant and thus needs to be replaced by more modern ideas. I do not agree with this assumption, which takes as its premise, “We know better than they did what is theologically and ethically right.” I do not think that modern human beings, who allow atrocities such as the genocides of the Holocaust and Darfur or other enormous ethical lapses to happen, are in a position to lecture ancients about their ethics or theology.

In the second place, we need to bear in mind that just because a remark is a word on target for a first-century audience, and so historically and culturally conditioned, it does not follow from this fact that it is historically and culturally bound. If there is one thing that the Bible has demonstrated over and over again, it is its ability to cross time and cultural barriers and be a living Word of God in settings and eras very different from the original ones. This is not because the Word has been or needs to be transformed to suit the different or later audience and its predilections; rather, it is so because the living Word has simply been translated adequately and accurately for a different time and place and applied in a culturally sensitive manner. The Word is eternally relevant as it is; it does not, in our desperate quest for “relevance,” need to be transformed into something that it was not, nor does it need to be “made relevant” for today. It is rather we who, and our cultures that, need to be transformed in the image of the Word. It is, however, a necessary part of any good Christian communication to be able to show the meaning, importance, and relevance of the text of Scripture. A good motto to follow is that of Johannes Bengel: “Apply the whole of yourself to the text, apply the whole of the text to yourself.”




THE RELATION OF NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY AND ETHICS TO LATER THEOLOGICAL AND ETHICAL FORMULATIONS


The historical approach taken here, unlike a canonical one or a “biblical theology” approach, leads to other important insights as well. Take, for instance, the use of God language (theos) in the New Testament. In all but seven places in the New Testament the term theos refers to the one whom Jews knew as their God and earliest Christians called “Father” or “Abba.” In those other seven instances the term refers to Jesus, God’s Son. The term never refers to the Trinity in the New Testament, though I would argue (and I will do so in volume 2 of this study) that the raw materials of later trinitarian doctrine and the beginnings of trinitarian thinking are already in evidence in the New Testament itself. The idea of God being tripersonal begins to be expressed in places such as Matthew 28:18-20, but this nodal idea was to be developed over time and after the time of the New Testament writers.

We may talk about trajectories of ideas and understandings that are further developed beyond what the New Testament says in the succeeding centuries, but when this is done faithfully, it is consonant with the earlier source material and moving in the same direction. But we do not find in the New Testament itself the Chalcedonian formula, or even the earlier Nicene Christology in toto for that matter, and in fact some of the things said about God in those later formulae do not comport with some of the things said in the New Testament itself about God (e.g., about the apparently impassable nature of God). Much less do we find later Protestant or Catholic Reformation theology in the New Testament.

If evaluated anachronistically based on the later standards of creedal orthodoxy (much less confessional orthodoxy or canon law or even modern notions of orthodox Christianity of whatever stripe), New Testament theology, like New Testament ethics, is not a completely finished product. We can talk about normative beliefs and ethical standards in the New Testament, but we cannot talk about New Testament dogma. This is why I think that a historical approach to this material requires that we speak about the theologizing and ethicizing into particular contexts in the New Testament. All of this is by way of reminding my readers that they may well find that what is said about New Testament theology and ethics in these volumes does not answer all the pertinent questions that they might have on the basis of later standards and understandings of what Christian belief and behavior ought to look like. There is an apparent incompleteness to the New Testament when it comes to our interests in things such as trinitarian theology and modern medical ethical discussions, though I would urge that the New Testament has some valuable things to say that aid and should inform those discussions. Indeed, I would say that the New Testament provides us with the sort of theological and ethical vision out of which we can wisely address such issues.




THE IMPORTANCE OF GENRE


A further assumption with which I am operating is that understanding the genre of a particular New Testament document is a key to being able to understand its meaning. The genre conventions followed in the New Testament are ancient, not modern. Matthew, Mark, and John reflect the conventions of ancient biographies, while Luke-Acts reflects the conventions of ancient Hellenistic historiography. In addition, there are in the New Testament ancient letters, sermons, rhetorical discourses, and apocalyptic prophecy, each of which has its own genre signals and distinctives. It is quite impossible to ferret out the meaning of this or that text while ignoring the genre signals in these various documents. Such a procedure, which all too often happens when one takes a “purely theological” or a “purely ethical” approach to the New Testament data while ignoring the historical issues, leads to misunderstanding and to misinterpretation of various sorts.

What we should deduce from this previous paragraph is that there is something fundamentally wrong with an ahistorical or even antihistorical approach to God’s revelation in the pages of the New Testament. A historical approach will recognize that we must take into account that the New Testament writers operated with a concept of progressive revelation. The Old Testament could be interpreted typologically while remaining historical in orientation, such that various persons and institutions in the Old Testament were seen as pointing forward to, or being types of, Christ. This mode of interpretation is very different from the later allegorical mode of interpretation popular in the Alexandrian school that finds postcanonical and philosophical ideas in pre-Christian texts such as Song of Solomon (taken as an allegory of Christ and the church). Respecting the historical givenness of the Old Testament means that while it is possible to talk about the preexistent Christ as God’s Wisdom at work in Israel (see 1 Cor 10), this did not lead the New Testament writers to assume that they could find the Trinity under every rock in the Old Testament. I assume that the best guides to the limits of christological interpretation of the Old Testament are the New Testament writers themselves. And basically, the New Testament writers assume that there is a historical motion to the biblical story—there is a before and after, and a process that leads to a climax in Christ.

This means that there was no full understanding of the trinitarian nature of God in the Old Testament writers; indeed, there were many things that they longed to know and understand about the future, and, as 1 Peter 1:10-12 says, God’s Spirit simply let them know that they were speaking about a later time when they spoke messianically. Hebrews 1:1-2 especially makes this sort of notion of progressive revelation clear. Revelation was partial and piecemeal in the past but has become full and reaches a climax in Christ. I assume that we should follow the New Testament writers in this direction. This in part means that the Old Testament becomes, for Christians, a book of foreshadowing, foretelling, and of types in the light of the later revelation. It does not become a textbook for any sort of full exposition of the doctrine of the Trinity, or for that matter the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, or for that matter even messianism. In Christian thinking the canon cannot be read flatly without regard to the progression of revelation and historical understanding of and in the text. What the Old Testament can be, however, is a source for better understanding the first person of the Trinity and the divine character, for better understanding human fallenness, for better understanding the history of God’s people and God’s efforts to redeem them, for better understanding Israelite hopes about their kings and coming kings and about their eschatological future, especially when we get to the exilic and postexilic prophetic and apocalyptic material in the Old Testament.

Even most medieval church fathers were not totally willing to go beyond their famous Latin couplet “The New is in the Old concealed; the Old is in the New revealed.” This couplet implicitly recognized that a flat reading of the Old Testament as if it is the same sort of document as the New Testament, or even is a Christian document, is a historical mistake. One has to take into account the progressive nature of God’s revelation.

It is worth adding here that we need to recognize that much of the use of the Old Testament in the New Testament is homiletical in character. This should be seen as a pastoral “use” of the text and thus not be viewed as serious exegesis of the text, for it does not change the meaning of the text, nor does it give us permission to suggest all biblical texts have a multiplicity of meanings—rather like ink blots into which we can read our own meanings. Put another way, these pastoral and homiletical uses of the Old Testament are not trying to tell us what the text meant or means so much as show us how it can be used for Christian purposes. They presuppose an already extant, relatively fixed sacred text accessible to their audience such that if they choose to do something creative with the text, this is seen not as supplanting, but rather only supplementing, the historical and contextual meaning of the text. This has nothing to do with their belief in some sort of sensus plenior (fuller sense) to the text, a later concept in any case. Rather, it reflects their belief that the text can be used and applied in various ways in their own Christian context. To give but one example, Paul, in 1 Corinthians 9:9, quotes Deuteronomy 25:4 about not muzzling oxen as they tread the grain, thus allowing them to get some personal benefit from their hard labor. He then applies this to gospel preachers like him, knowing full well that the Deuteronomy text is not about ministers of the gospel and their right to be remunerated or taken care of while doing the hard work of ministry.





NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY AND ETHICS AND THE CHRISTIAN BIBLE


As Jaroslav Pelikan makes perfectly clear, there never was a time when the Christian community combined the Hebrew Old Testament with the Greek New Testament to make a single book. Rather, once it had agreed upon the shape of its New Testament, it adopted a version of the Old Testament in Greek to serve as its Old Testament. This is perfectly clear from an examination of early codices such as Codex Sinaiticus. Christian biblical theology (as it was originally done when there was a book of two Testaments), involved an all-Greek canon, which of course is not at all the canonical basis of biblical theology today, which uses the Hebrew Scriptures along with the Greek New Testament.34 The term biblical theology does not mean the same thing today that it would have meant when there first was a “complete” Bible, and in any case that sort of approach to Christian theology including New Testament theology threatens to undo, muffle, or produce a false harmony or blending of the discrete witness of the Hebrew Scriptures, which have their own Jewish voice, and the equally discrete New Testament Scriptures, which have a largely Jewish Christian voice.

We cannot start with biblical theology and then try to fit New Testament theology into that Procrustean bed. Nor can we start with the theology in the Hebrew Scriptures and see the New Testament books as simply a renewal or extension of that theology or those covenants mentioned in the Old Testament. Historically, this is not how the New Testament writers viewed things, nor should we. We must start with the discrete testimonies of the individual Testaments and take our cues from the New Testament writers as to how Christians should approach the Torah. This is a historical approach that sees biblical theology and biblical ethics as something that must be done after and be done on the basis of the detailed study of the theologies and ethics of the Old Testament and New Testament. New Testament theology, and for that matter New Testament ethics, as it is studied in these volumes neither involves a canonical approach nor assumes a biblical theological or ethical approach as its starting point in the normal way those adjectives (canonical/biblical) are used in discussions today. Rather, my approach is, in the first volume, to allow the various New Testament writers to have their own say on their own terms and then, in the second volume, to try to see what a synthetic view of the theologizing and ethicizing of the various witnesses looks like.

It seems clear enough that the eschatological perspective shared by all the New Testament writers led them to conclude that they were living in the age of the new covenant, the final covenant between God and humankind. This eschatological perspective led them to the conclusion that former covenants were now, or were becoming, obsolete, because the better and final one had appeared (see, e.g., Gal 4; Hebrews). This did not mean that the Old Testament became irrelevant to Christian teaching or reflection (see 2 Tim 3:16). But what it did mean is that the Old Testament would now be viewed not so much on its own terms but rather in the light of the Christ event, which came after it.

It means that the Old Testament would be used messianically and ecclesiologically in ways that would have made non-Christian early Jews uncomfortable and often unconvinced. There would be a homiletical use of the Old Testament that often was both more and other than simple historical exegesis of the Old Testament texts. Indeed, those uses fell more into the categories of application and implication than straightforward interpretation. Early Jews would see this hermeneutical move as supersessionism, while Christians would see it as completionism (to coin a term). The study of the use of the Old Testament in the New Testament reflects the struggle in early Christianity for self-definition and self-understanding in distinction from non-Christian Judaism but also in relationship with (and in some continuity with) early Judaism.35 Non-Christian Jews had their own, different interpretations of these same texts, and furthermore, there were various forms of early Judaism taking a variety of views on these texts. There was no monolithic early Jewish view or interpretation of such texts.

Since the first five books of the New Testament are some sort of narrative, and since there is a narrative structure to the last book of the New Testament, and since there is a narrative substructure to Pauline and Petrine and Johannine thinking in the New Testament as well as in Hebrews and other books, it follows that narrative and story become an especially important category for analyzing the New Testament. This in turn raises the question of the relationship of history, narrative, and story. What sort of stories do we have in the New Testament? Are they fractured fairy tales or are they historically substantive stories, or something in between?





HISTORY AND STORY IN THE NEW TESTAMENT


In a recent book of great importance, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony, Richard Bauckham stresses that what we have in the New Testament is a synthesis of history and story, more particularly the stories told by eyewitness participants in the events. The sort of history that we are dealing with in the New Testament is oral history, later written down, and following the conventions for the telling of ancient oral history. As Bauckham also points out, for the ancients it was involvement in the pivotal events, not distance from them, that made them more likely accurate testifiers to what actually happened and what it meant. The “ancient historians knew that firsthand insider testimony gave access to truth that could not be had otherwise.”36 We should envision, then, the oral testimonies of the eyewitnesses coupled with the narrativizing and interpretative work of the New Testament writers.37 In other words, not even the narratives in the New Testament should ever be treated as literary fictions, and certainly not as modern literary fictions or even ancient novels. That would be to make genre mistakes of the first order in analyzing the New Testament material.

As I have pointed out at length in What Have They Done with Jesus?38 what we have in the New Testament is the testimonies of eyewitnesses, indeed testimonies that can be traced back either directly or indirectly to the inner circle of Jesus (which included women), some eight or so figures who were the impetus for, or the authors of, what we find in the New Testament itself. In other words, we should take it seriously even when someone such as Luke, who was not an eyewitness, tells us that he has consulted the eyewitnesses and original teachers of the Word in writing his narrative. The theology and ethics in the New Testament are grounded in and founded on history and eyewitness testimony again and again. Why anyone ever thought that theology could be done for a historical religion such as Christianity without paying attention to the historical detail and eyewitness nature of the narratives is a mystery.





THE CHRISTOLOGICAL INDICATIVE AND IMPERATIVE


As should already be obvious, one of my major assumptions—really more of a settled conviction—is that both the theology and the ethics in and of the New Testament are christologically focused or centered. By this I mean that not only are the ethics connected to the theology such that the imperative is built on the indicative theological statements, but also both the ethics and the theology are profoundly grounded in Christ. Ethically this is so not just because we have a lot of Christ’s ethical teachings in the Sermon on the Mount and elsewhere, but also because the ethics of Paul and Peter and others are profoundly shaped by the person and example of Christ, such that we even hear about imitating Christ. Put another way, what most binds together the New Testament thought world, whether we are talking about belief or behavior, is Jesus Christ.

To some this will seem perfectly obvious, but in fact so many different attempts to examine New Testament theology or ethics do not primarily focus on Christology, much less the teachings and example of Jesus, that sometimes it is necessary to state what may seem obvious to many. It is Christ who is the focal point and crystalizing agent of the theologizing and ethicizing that happens in the New Testament. This not only is what sets it apart from other forms of early Jewish thinking, but also is what makes it Christian in the proper sense of the term. Attempts to do New Testament theology by starting with ideas such as divine sovereignty and eternal decrees and irresistible grace and God’s self-glorification—or for that matter ideas such as prevenient grace and entire sanctification—are in fact not following the lead and emphases of the New Testament documents themselves. It is not primarily soteriology that binds the New Testament together, but rather Christology, for in some New Testament books we have little or no reflection at all on salvation, properly so called. Furthermore, the ordo salutis (order of salvation) is absent not only from significant portions of the New Testament (e.g., the Synoptic Gospels), but also from most of the Old Testament too. Those who insist otherwise are imposing later theological reflection and categories of a systematic sort (and often of a particular brand of soteriology) on the discussion.

It is the Christological vision of the New Testament writers that caused a christological revisioning of monotheism, of ethics, of eschatology, of salvation, of hermeneutics, of Old Testament prophecy, and a host of other subjects. Let us take one example. The language of salvation in the Old Testament almost always refers to rescue, or a return to normality, or a regaining of health, which is to say, to very mundane things. It does not refer to salvation in the Christian spiritual sense of conversion to a new set of beliefs and behaviors. By contrast, most of the language of salvation in the New Testament at least alludes to the issue of conversion to Christ or to subsequent sanctification in him and his community.

At the end of day, it is not helpful to arrange New Testament proof texts into preexistent systematic theology categories and then construct a New Testament theology or ethics or analyze New Testament theology or ethics on that basis. This puts the “dog” back in dogma, and that dog won’t hunt if we are talking about being fair to the focus and thrusts of the New Testament itself, which are christocentric and christological to the core.




HISTORICAL JESUS VERSUS CHRIST OF FAITH? THE ROLE OF
JESUS’ TEACHING IN NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY AND ETHICS


When my book The Christology of Jesus came out at the beginning of the 90s, a panel discussion of the book was undertaken at the Society of Biblical Literature. Some scholars saw it as humorous to talk about Jesus viewing himself in a messianic light. Nevertheless, I persisted, and the book has served as a stimulus in the discussion of Jesus’ self-understanding. One angry person came up after the panel discussion at the Society of Biblical Literature and accosted me: “You’re just a theologian, not a historian, why not just admit it? You’re not talking about the historical Jesus, you’re talking about the later Christian evaluation of Jesus.” If only history and theology were that easily separated and distinguished! But in fact theology and history were intertwined not just in the lives of Jesus’ followers but also in the life of Jesus himself. He had theological views, including theological views about himself. It does not require an intellectual or historical sleight of hand to come to this historical conclusion.

The larger (and much debated) question of whether Jesus’ own teaching should be included in a “New Testament theology and ethics” study or volume needs a little more introduction at this point. Jesus was, of course, an observant Jew, not a Christian, even though I am convinced that one can say with confidence that he had a messianic self-understanding. If, with Wayne Meeks, we say that Christ is the question that prompts New Testament theologizing rather than the answer to all theological questions, and we assume that there are many layers of tradition to peel away in order to get back to the historical Jesus, and, having done that, we arrive at a Jesus who is rather different than the New Testament writers envisioned, then the answer probably is no, at least when it comes to the actual teaching and ministry of Jesus.39 But in fact Joachim Jeremias and some other very well-known New Testament scholars—Leonhard Goppelt, W. G. Kümmel, G. B. Caird, Peter Stuhlmacher and N. T. Wright, to name but a few—have included the teaching of Jesus in a volume on New Testament theology and/or ethics. Clearly, they did not see New Testament theology as simply a matter of the theological interpretation of the New Testament documents, which of course can be done with any of those documents. The issue for them was the theology within those New Testament documents and whether Jesus’ theological and ethical remarks and activities should be included as part of the discussion. At the heart of the discussion is whether one takes a historical and exegetical approach to this New Testament material or whether one primarily sees theology as an exercise in dealing with abstract ideas and concepts, comparing and contrasting them and stringing them together in particular ways (justification leads to sanctification, which leads to glorification).

A recent essay by Christopher Tuckett assesses afresh this question of whether the historical Jesus’ teaching and ministry belong in a discussion of New Testament theology.40 He points to the work of William Wrede and Robert Morgan, the latter being indebted to the former, where a distinction is made between a historically descriptive approach of the data and a “committed” theological interpretation to the data. This is sometimes described as a history-of-religions approach versus a confessional approach to the data. Is doing a New Testament theology, then, really just a matter of a committed Christian theologian, operating from that standpoint, offering an interpretation of the New Testament data? If that is what it is, then of course it is an in-house matter, and non-Christian interpreters need not apply for the job of interpreting the New Testament in this way.

I must say that this claim bothers me as a historian. Of course, every interpreter of the New Testament has a point of view, and that point of view needs to be taken account of, but I do not think that we should assume that non-Christian scholars or others are incapable of assessing even the theological data within the New Testament and doing it accurately. I do not think that we should assume, for example, that a scholar such as Professor Amy-Jill Levine, my colleague in New Testament studies at Vanderbilt, who is an observant Jew, is incapable of producing a fine volume on New Testament theology. And this is because it is not primarily a matter of her point of view; rather, it is primarily about critically and correctly assessing the theological or ethical evidence within the New Testament. You do not have to be a Christian to do that. So, I must reject the definition that suggests that doing or studying or writing about New Testament theology is a task only for a committed Christian theologian. Just as I do not see the historical Jesus as a threat or a problem for New Testament theology, likewise I do not see non-Christian scholars as a threat or a problem if they seek to understand and write about the New Testament theological and ethical data. In fact, we have much to learn from them.

Of course, one of the real problems with excluding the words, deeds and ministry of Jesus from a discussion of New Testament theology and ethics is that the New Testament writers themselves sometimes quote and often allude to Jesus’ own teachings and often see the life pattern of the historical Jesus as a paradigm for Christians to follow. And how, exactly, are we to conceive of the function of the four canonical Gospels if they were not intended to teach Christians how to think theologically and ethically as at least part of their function? Apparently, the evangelists assumed that Jesus’ life and teachings were fundamental resources for Christian theologizing and ethicizing in their communities.

Tuckett wants to make the very limited claim that the voice and teachings and life of Jesus belong as part of the conversation about New Testament theology and ethics, and that the historical Jesus and his ministry and teaching can act as something of a norm as we seek to make theological value judgments about the New Testament data. The strong limits of his claim can be seen in the following quotation:

One cannot equate Christology with Jesus’ own teaching; one cannot substitute the historically reconstructed Jesus for Christian claims about Jesus. Indeed, it can be argued that, in some respects, a Jesus who is too continuous with later Christian theology could in fact be no longer suitable as the focus figure for that theology. A Jesus who had already formulated some ideas about the positive meaning of the cross, who knew already prior to his death that that death would surely be reversed by “resurrection” and who perhaps claimed a uniqueness over and beyond that of any “normal” mortal, would be a Jesus for whom the agony of Gethsemane and the cry of dereliction on the cross would be a sham; it would be a Jesus whom no Christian could claim plumbed the deepest depths if human despair and godlessness . . . and who could then be the agent who brought about “reconciliation” or “redemption” . . . in the most profound sense claimed by Christian theology.41


My response to this assessment is mixed. Tuckett is right that we cannot simply equate the messianic thinking and expression of Jesus about himself with the later full-orbed Christology of the New Testament writers; however, we do need to think that the former prepared for and provided some of the substance for the latter. In other words, we must think of a developing continuum, not a dichotomy as if the Easter event somehow cut followers off from the historical Jesus and his teachings and ministry. To say that these things manifest some continuity is not to suggest that we could simply equate the teaching of the historical Jesus with the later teaching about Jesus in some sort of identity statement.

Of course, it is true that later rumination on Jesus led to insights and understanding of truths about Jesus that in various cases he himself never spoke to or of during his ministry. For example, Jesus never says anything directly about the virginal conception, though he does insist at numerous junctures that the heavenly Father is his father. Or again, the historical Jesus never says, “One must confess that Jesus Christ is the risen Lord, and by this means you can be saved.” There are, of course, aspects of later theologizing about Jesus that find no analogue in the things that we know the historical Jesus actually said. However, I strongly disagree with Tuckett’s view in regard to whether Jesus made some positive remarks about the cross and about vindication beyond death in advance of his death. It is very likely that he did do this, and this is not a surprise, because before him some of the Maccabean martyrs also said remarkable things about the atoning merit of their coming deaths and how God would at least vindicate their cause (and, presumably, themselves at the last resurrection). Recent revelations about the so-called Gabriel Stone suggest there may have been some ruminations, even before the time of Jesus about a dying and rising Jewish messiah, but the text says nothing about crucifixion, and unfortunately some words are missing at the critical juncture or are too difficult to decipher. Still, it may show that Jesus’ passion predictions could be authentic and a genuine part of early Jewish discussion about messiah.42

I would also suggest that the historical Jesus, while remaining fully human, absolutely did claim some sort of uniqueness that placed him in a category well beyond an average or ordinary or normal mortal. Indeed, it is likely that this is one of the things that got him killed—a result of what he said before Pilate and probably before the Sanhedrin too. I will say more about this in the next chapter. Here it must suffice to say this: the historical Jesus and his teaching must be seen as part of the proper subject matter of a study of New Testament theology and ethics, and not just because it is the stimulus for later post-Easter Christian thought and expression. At the same time, one must view these matters from a historical point of view recognizing similarity, and also development and difference, between the ways Jesus expressed himself and the ways later Christians spoke about him. My point is simply that a proper way to view this is as a matter of addition, not subtraction, and certainly not substitution such that the Christ of faith replaces the historical Jesus. Later New Testament christological reflection about Jesus went beyond what he said and did, but it did not go against it, nor did it distort the cut and thrust of what Jesus said and how he presented himself.

In a recent study entitled Christ Is the Question, Wayne Meeks makes the following perceptive observation: “The way the Bible is used in theology depends on the way the reader construes the Bible—that is, what one takes the Bible essentially to be.”43 This is exactly right. The Bible is not the tale of the evolution of abstract ideas such as “atonement” or “the Trinity.” It is, instead, a disparate collection of various sorts and genres of documents whose aims are historical, theological, and ethical (not to mention cultic or religious), whose meaning is affected or determined by the genres of its material, and whose function is constantly related to a living faith community with an ongoing historical existence, including a community that has experienced what can be called “salvation history” and as a result has told their stories about this life and these events in the form of various narratives. Not by any means is all the Bible narrative in its literary form, but all the Bible, even its rules and laws, are related to theological concepts such as covenant and thereby to larger narratives about the interactions between God and his people and indeed with the world.




THE ROLE OF INTELLECT AND IMAGINATION IN
NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY AND ETHICS


Sometimes I am asked if it requires the sacrifice of the intellect to believe what the Bible says about some subject or another. My response is that one does not need to have a frontal lobotomy either to believe what the New Testament says or to attempt to practice what it calls us to do. In fact, it requires not the sacrifice of the intellect but rather the sanctification of the intellect, the renewal of the mind discussed in Romans 12:1-2, if one is to understand, much less apply, this material. One needs to use the full extent of one’s intellectual capacity to grasp some of this material. Spiritual things are spiritually understood, especially when one is talking about some of the more profound aspects of theology or ethics found in the New Testament. One thing that I am sure of as we begin this foray through the New Testament witnesses to look at theologizing and ethicizing: Jesus himself made an indelible impression on his followers. I believe that we will understand the New Testament to the extent that we understand Jesus, and vice versa. These two things are inevitably and inextricably intertwined, as are history and theology and ethics. We should not be surprised at this fact. If God indeed incarnated himself in the person of Jesus, then obviously theology and history have become one in a very real and personal sense. We must keep all these things in mind as we begin our theological and ethical pilgrimage through the New Testament.

In order to make this volume as readable as possible and take the “stuffings” out of usually stuffy theological and ethical discussions, I have kept the footnotes to a minimum, and I have eschewed using a lot of technical jargon, though some is unavoidable. Since this work is based on my commentaries, the reader who wants lots more references and bibliography and esoterica can turn to those commentaries for the details. These volumes are based on my previous twenty-five years of doing exegesis of the New Testament; they do not simply repeat what is in those volumes, though a good deal of overlap is inevitable because in assessing and presenting the theology and ethics of the New Testament witnesses, we are dealing with exegetical issues.

One last thing. You need to use your imagination while reading this volume. So consider the following before you turn to the first full chapter. Think for a minute of the image of a small choir rehearsing for a big performance of a masterwork. Each singer must know her or his own individual part well, and each one must also be able to sing in tune and in harmony with the other singers. One of the reasons to be especially diligent is because the creator of this music is going to perform with the choir as the chief soloist on this night. And of course the whole choir is excited and wants to please the composer turned performer. This is all the more so since the piece in question is the musical biography of the soloist himself—the most famous soloist in the world. They will do their best to represent the soloist well and blend in with his interpretation of his own music. They want him to be the dominant voice, and they are present to help highlight his voice and music.

This little allegory encapsulates how I view both the New Testament witnesses and the relationship of Jesus to them. In this volume of this study we will only be hearing each of the individual “singers” rehearse individual parts in the larger masterwork that we call “New Testament theology and ethics.” There are a nice variety of individual voices, but already here at the outset we get to hear from the composer himself, the one who inspired all these other voices to sing in their various ways. His voice is the dominant voice, and others will be playing off that voice and trying to harmonize with it. It is thus incumbent on us to let the soloist get in the first word—after all, the score is his, and the libretto is about him as well! So in our first full chapter we must turn to Jesus himself.
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JESUS

The Alpha and Omega of New Testament Thought



The world’s problem with Christianity is Jesus. He is the “stone which causes men to stumble” (1 Pet 2:8; cf. Rom 9:32-33) that separates the monotheism of Christianity from that of Israel and Islam, and the separation is absolute. This affects every aspect of Christian doctrine and gives distinction to its understanding of God, humanity, sin, salvation, and the eschaton. The heart of the problem is Jesus’ own understanding of who he is and of his relationship to God.

DENNIS KINLAW1




And he had a man’s face, a human face. . . . Ecce homo Pilate said—Behold the man—yet whatever our religion or lack of it, we tend to shrink from beholding him and play our game instead with Shakespeare’s face or Helen of Troy’s because with them the chances are we could survive almost anything—Shakespeare’s simper, say, or a cast in Helen’s eye. But with Jesus the risk is too great; the risk that his face would be too much for us if not enough, either a face like any other face to see, pass by, forget, or a face so unlike any other that we would have no choice but to remember it always and follow or flee it to the end of our days and beyond. . . . Like the faces of people we love, it has become so familiar that unless we take pains we hardly see it at all. See it for what it is and see it whole. . . . [His face] was not a front for him to live his life behind but a frontier, the outermost visible edge of his life itself in all its richness and multiplicity. . . . The faces of Jesus then—all the ways he had of being and of being seen. The writers of the New Testament give no description of any of them because it was his life alive inside of them that was the news he hawked rather than the color of his eyes.

FREDRICK BUECHNER2






The debates about where to begin discussions of the New Testament thought world are endless and not likely to be resolved anytime soon. Some say that we should begin with Old Testament theology and ethics and get a running start on understanding its sequel. Others say that we should work chronologically through the New Testament canonical witnesses, which means necessarily that we will start with Paul. But there is something fundamentally wrong with both of these approaches.

In the case of the first suggested approach, the problem is that the Old Testament speaks seldom of messianism of any kind. Even in the prophetic books of the Old Testament there is little that prepares us for what we find in the New Testament. In fact, it is fair to say that if one had the Old Testament itself and nothing more, one would not likely come up with the image of a virginally conceived, crucified and risen Lord. This is not because there are not intimations of such things in the Old Testament, particularly in Isaiah. It is because most of that material can be reasonably subjected to other interpretations (perhaps with the exception of some of the Servant Songs in Isaiah), and in any case it is a minor theme in the large corpus of literature that we call the “Old Testament.” In other words, there is not a clear and detailed blueprint for what we find in the Christ-event in the Old Testament. Jesus, for example, was an exorcist—a prominent theme in our earliest Gospel, written by John Mark. Yet we find the idea of a messianic exorcist nowhere in the Old Testament, not least because there are no exorcists of any kind in the Old Testament. Jesus also believed in dealing with problems and opposition in a nonviolent and nonresistant way. He was not about to fulfill hopes and expectations for a Davidic warrior-messiah. Jesus was a sage, a teller of parables. Where is there a foreshadowing of a messianic riddler in the Old Testament?

In the case of the second suggested approach—to begin with Paul—we have equal difficulties. Paul was not one of the original disciples of Jesus. He never walked with Jesus or talked with Jesus. As far as we can tell, he never had a close encounter with Jesus until his experience on the road to Damascus, and this was well after Jesus had ascended into heaven. In other words, Paul never personally knew the historical Jesus. In addition to these facts, Paul only seldom quotes Jesus, and he is more concerned to reflect on the salvific meaning of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, particularly the latter two, than to tell us about the ministry of Jesus itself, his words and deeds prior to the crucifixion. And yet the church fathers (rightly, in my judgment) thought it wise to begin the New Testament canon with not one, or two, or three, but four different accounts of the ministerial life of Jesus. If that is not an attempt to tell us where the emphasis ought to lie in analyzing the origins of Christian thought, I do not know what is. So, as much as I love Paul, I suspect that he himself would tell us that Christian thought should begin with and focus on Jesus, his words and deeds, his life and death and resurrection—the whole package, all that we can reasonably know. And there is good hope that we can know a great deal because in fact the Gospels are either ancient biographies or, in the case of Luke-Acts, historical monographs. That is, the Gospels are about a historical figure named “Jesus”; they are not about the communities to which they are written. They seek to present the words, deeds and character of Jesus to their audiences in various ways.3 Of course, they do this in ways that their specific audiences will grasp, and so with particular emphases, omissions, amplifications and the like.


BEGINNING WITH JESUS


Some decades back, a wonderful German scholar, Joachim Jeremias, set out to write a New Testament theology. To the surprise of most of his German colleagues, he chose to begin with Jesus rather than with Paul, and indeed he took some pretty heavy criticism for this approach.4 He rejected Rudolf Bultmann’s assertion that the historical Jesus, his life and teachings, were only the presupposition of New Testament theology. The withering criticism that Jeremias endured may have contributed to the fact that he never finished his project. We were left only with the first volume. I am convinced, however, that he was on the right track. Thus in this chapter we are going to look at Jesus and his beliefs and behaviors, including his beliefs about himself. We are going to look at Jesus’ messianic self-understanding and at a host of other things as well.

I am well aware of the significant critical problems with this approach. There are no “Jesus Papers” out there. We have not a single document that Jesus himself wrote. Furthermore, all the canonical Gospels are written in Greek, yet it is perfectly clear that Jesus mostly spoke in Aramaic. And, of course, all of these Gospels were written not only with the benefit of hindsight, but also from what can be broadly called “Christian perspectives.” Then too, it does not appear that any of these Gospels were written prior to the second half of the first century A.D., and only the latest of them, the Fourth Gospel, claims to have been written by some sort of eyewitness—the Beloved Disciple. It is for this reason and others that James D. G. Dunn, in his magisterial study aptly titled Jesus Remembered,5 suggests that all we have is a mediated Jesus. We have no direct access to Jesus. This conclusion, however, is based on the assumption that what we have in the Gospels is not eyewitness testimony but rather the literary residue of a long process of oral traditioning. In another volume I have taken issue with this assumption (and it is just an assumption) at great length.6 It is my view that we do indeed have eyewitness testimony, directly in the Fourth Gospel and indirectly in the other three. The chain of tradition between Jesus and the Gospel writers involved not many links, but only two or three—Jesus to the eyewitnesses to the Gospel writers (if they were not eyewitnesses)—and the way we should view their material is from the perspective of oral history, not the old form-critical approach labeled “oral tradition,” which was anachronistically based on analogies with how much more modern Balkan folk literature and other such material developed over time. Rather, the Jewish model of carefully handing down traditions from named sources is the model followed by the eyewitnesses and Gospel writers.7

Without in any way slighting the fact that we do not have the “Jesus Papers” in our Gospels, I am quite confident that the canonical Gospels tell us a great deal about, and offer us materials from, the historical Jesus. I have explained at length the reason for my confidence about this matter in What Have They Done with Jesus?8 Of a similar ilk is a very important monograph written by my colleague Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses.9 The upshot of these two monographs is that all these Gospels are written by persons who are in touch with the eyewitnesses, if they themselves are not eyewitnesses. Furthermore, they handled their source material and traditions in conservative ways, which is to be expected because all of these books, except Luke’s Gospel, were written by early Jews, who had a clear sense of how sacred traditions should be handled. And as Luke 1:1-4 demonstrates, Luke, for his part, is trying to follow the strictures of Hellenistic historiography at its best and consult eyewitnesses.10

To this we may add that in Acts 1:1-2 it is at least the claim of Luke that what he presents in Acts is about the same Jesus whom he spoke of in the first volume, relating what he began to do and teach in his Gospel and what he now he continues to do in Acts. So at the very least, literary sensitivity would say that we have to respect the linkage that the text claims was a key part of the Christian reading of Jesus.11 It is for these kinds of reasons that Jeremias long ago rightly said that it is the inauthenticity of the Jesus material we find in the Synoptics, not its authenticity, that needs to be argued for and demonstrated. Having said this, I will be critically sifting all of the evidence as I seek to present Jesus and his beliefs and behaviors as well as the beliefs and behaviors that he taught his disciples. It is good to know at the outset however, that we are beginning this journey at the right place.

In a sense, we are beginning at the fork in the road where Jews were originally asked to choose between following Jesus and moving in other directions. In journeying with Jesus, the Old Testament would in no way be left behind, but now it would be interpreted in the light of Christ, which involved both an eschatological and a messianic reading of certain Old Testament texts. Jesus would have to instruct his followers in this new way of reading old texts, and Luke tells us that he did just that: “And beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself” (Lk 24:27). As this very text suggests, some of this instruction had to wait until after Easter, until both Jesus and his disciples had experienced Easter. Indeed, a good deal of the understanding would not come until after the Spirit was sent to the disciples. Nevertheless, it was Jesus who began this process of the rereading of the Torah in the light of himself and his ministry of salvation. It is Jesus who was the source, the catalyst, and the basis for the subsequent phenomena that we call “Christianity.” The credit should not be laid at the doorstep of Paul. A new day dawned in early Judaism when Jesus began his ministry, and neither Judaism nor the world would ever be the same thereafter.




JESUS IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT: EARLY JEWISH MESSIANISM


Christians are sometimes guilty of thinking that one can simply turn the page from the end of Malachi to the beginning of Matthew and not miss a beat. A moment’s reflection will show the error in this way of thinking. The Old Testament says nothing about demons and almost nothing about Satan; only a few of its verses mention bodily resurrection or everlasting life, and only a few more mention a human messiah figure. Yet when John the Baptizer walks on the stage of human history, followed in short order by Jesus, they presume that their audiences will understand where these sorts of theological ideas come from and what they mean.

If we take the time to read through the documents, we see that whereas the Old Testament says precious little about such subjects just mentioned, the so-called intertestamental Jewish literature (also known as the Old Testament Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha) has a good deal to say about them. Indeed, I would suggest that the person and work and thought world of Jesus cannot properly be understood without an understanding of early Jewish thinking about such subjects, and early Jewish history for that matter. As Amy-Jill Levine says, “Today Jesus’ words are too familiar, too domesticated, too stripped of their initial edginess and urgency. Only when heard through first-century Jewish ears can their original edginess and urgency be recovered. Consequently to understand the man from Nazareth, it is necessary to understand Judaism. More, it is necessary to see Jesus as firmly within Judaism rather than standing apart from it.”12 Amen to that.

It is quite astounding to me how many Christian efforts at discerning or even constructing a New Testament theology or ethics do their best to skirt, marginalize, or just ignore this issue. Here is where I remind the reader that there would never have been a crucified and risen Lord if there had not first been a Jesus of Nazareth, since they are one and the same person. To ignore the historical Jesus in favor of the risen Christ or to fail to relate the two is just another form of the Docetic and later the Gnostic heresy that the church has fought off again and again through the centuries. I would urge that the historical Jesus and his words and deeds are just about as crucial for New Testament theology and ethics as the end of his human life and its sequel, not least because without them we have no proper Jewish context to understand the meaning of Jesus’ death and resurrection.13 I have taken considerable pains in Jesus the Sage14 and Jesus the Seer15 to show that both the historical Jesus and the Gospels are best illuminated by studying not just the Old Testament, but also early Jewish sapiential and prophetic literature written after the time of the Old Testament literature. Taking the time to do this, one discovers that Jesus has much more in common with the counterorder wisdom of someone such as Qoheleth in Ecclesiastes than he has with the various sages who wrote Proverbs, and he has a good deal in common with the author of Wisdom of Solomon and even more with Jesus ben Sira, who wrote Sirach. It is important to recognize this from the outset, because as Richard Burridge has stressed, wisdom teaching is addressed more to the imagination and mind than to the heart and will (unlike prophetic teaching wanting the audience to “repent and believe”).16 Jesus, of course, did both, but the dominant mode of his teaching was sapiential, attempting to tease the mind into active thought and imagination. This creates problems for those who seek to extract from the teaching of Jesus purely propositional or abstract theological and ethical ideas from the Jesus tradition without due attention to the character of the material, or for that matter the genre of the Gospels.

Jesus’ more prophetic pronouncements are mostly grounded in the material that can be called “apocalyptic prophecy,” such as we find in Daniel, Ezekiel, or Zechariah and further developed in places such as some of the Maccabean literature and in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Jesus does not present himself as being like the classical prophets who used the formula “Thus says Yahweh” and understood themselves to be speaking for Israel’s God. In fact, it is striking that Jesus nowhere uses this oracular formula, and yet in various ways he presents himself as a prophet, one especially indebted to Second Isaiah, Daniel, and Zechariah, and also several of the more royal psalms in his self-understanding, but he reads these texts not like an exilic Jew, or even a postexilic one, but rather like those who lived after the period of the Maccabean disappointments and had come to the conclusion that only direct divine intervention could fix the situation and remedy Israel’s plight. For these reasons and others we need to understand the sort of messianism that we find in the Jewish literature that seems most akin to Jesus’ own words and deeds.

When I use the term messianism, I am talking about Jewish reflections on the Messiah, the anointed one of God who would rescue or deliver God’s people in some manner. When one reads the New Testament, where the term Christ appears on most every page, one might assume that “messiah” was a constant subject of discussion in the Old Testament or in early Judaism. In fact, when one looks up the term māšȋaḥ (Hebrew) or christos (Greek), both referring to an anointed person, one is surprised to learn that the term is never used in the Old Testament of a future Jewish ruler—never. The term is used in Psalm 2:2; 18:50; 89:39; 132:10-17 to refer to past or present Davidic kings,17 but in Isaiah 45:1 it is used of Cyrus, the Persian king (!) who allowed Jews to return from exile to the Holy Land. In Habakkuk 3:13 it seems to refer to a presently reigning king. The term is clearly not a technical term for a “messiah” in the Old Testament, even though we have texts such as 2 Samuel 7:8-16 that express the clear hope God one day would provide a better, perhaps even a definitive Davidic ruler. This stands in dramatic contrast to the New Testament, where christos, when it is not used as a technical term meaning “messiah,” becomes almost a second name for Jesus and is used hundreds of times.

How do we account for this difference in emphasis in the Old Testament and the New Testament? In part, it seems to be because full-fledged messianic hopes only arose in exilic and postexilic times. Indeed, messianic hope was the response in early Judaism to the failure of the Davidic line to sustain even itself, much less the nation as a whole. That failure led to the exile, which in turn led to less-than-satisfactory postexilic experiences, even including the all-too-brief euphoria that some felt during the Maccabean period, when the Holy Land returned to Jewish hands for a short time. It is fair to say that in Jesus’ own day there were a variety of forms of messianic hope and expectation in early Judaism, which is what we also find in the literature of the period.

In the Second Temple Jewish literature, we can list a variety of texts that speak of a “messiah” using that sort of term (see Pss. Sol. 18:5; 1 En. 48:10; 52:4), especially at Qumran (4Q252 V; cf. CD-A XII, 23; XIV, 19; CD-B XIX, 10-11). In these texts we find that “messiah” has a variety of job descriptions. In Psalms of Solomon 17–18 we hear about a future political leader who is also a spiritual leader, which is not a surprise, since there was not in that era the sort of distinction that we often find today between political and religious leaders.

In the Aramaic Targumim (commentaries on the Old Testament) there were a considerable number of messianic passages including some rather militant ideas. For example, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, commenting on Genesis 49:11, says, “How noble is the King, Messiah, who is going to arise from the house of Judah. He has girded up his loins and comes down, setting in order the order of battle with his enemies and killing kings . . . reddening the mountains with the blood of their slain. With his garments dipped in blood, he is like one who treads grapes in the press.” The reader will notice how close this is to what is said of Jesus in Revelation 19, where the returning Christ is the rider on the white horse. In the Qumran texts previously mentioned there likewise was to be a warrior kingly messiah and also a priestly messiah. One gets the impression that most commonly in early Judaism, Jews were not expecting a messiah who was simply a sage or a prophet, and with reason.

Early Jews wanted their land back and self-rule, not just spiritual renewal, but it is also true that there are images of messiah in the Qumran texts where he is presented as a teacher or prophetic figure.18 In 4Q521 we hear of God’s messiah being obeyed by heaven and earth. It goes on to cite the very same text, Isaiah 61, that we find Jesus reciting in Luke 4, speaking of releasing captives, giving sight to the blind, healing the wounded, giving life to the dead, preaching good news to the poor, leading the outcasts back in and feeding the hungry. We may compare this material from Qumran also with Matthew 11:2-5 // Luke 7:22. What this suggests is that if Jesus made such claims either in the Nazareth synagogue or to John’s disciples, they would be heard as messianic claims of a particular sort, involving matters both spiritual and political or social. In short, this messianic Qumran text makes plausible the idea that Jesus used Isaiah 61 in this same way and was heard to be making messianic claims, at least indirectly.

A second Qumran fragment of considerable interest for this discussion is 4Q541. This fragment, possibly drawing on Isaiah 52–53, refers to a figure who atones for all the children of his generation, and then it goes on to speak of many words being uttered against this figure. It is not clear from this first part of this fragment that atonement by death of the figure in question is meant. It could refer to a priestly messiah making atonement in the normal way for the children. However, the second portion of 4Q541 speaks of grieving for some messiah figure and adds, “Do not afflict the weak by wasting or hanging. . . . [Let] not the nail approach him.” Is this a reference to the crucifixion of the messianic figure or of the weak whom he is supposed to be protecting? If the grieving is for the messianic figure and not just the weak, then we may well have an allusion here to Isaiah 53, and John Collins admits that this text is indebted at least to Isaiah 42:6; 49:6.19 Even so, there is no clear coupling here of a citation of Isaiah 53 with the discussion of the messianic figure. It may well have been Jesus himself who first made such a combination.

Perhaps the most common theme that we find in the few references to messiah in early Jewish texts is the notion that he would come and judge or destroy the wicked who oppressed God’s people (Pss. Sol. 17–18; 4 Ezra 12; 2 Bar. 40:72) and thereby deliver God’s people (Pss. Sol. 17:4; 4 Ezra 12) and reign in a blessed kingdom (Pss Sol. 17–18; 2 Bar. 40). By and large, the Messiah was looked to as the one who would set the nation back on its feet as an independent entity with Davidic or Solomonic borders. It surely was something of a shock to at least many of Jesus’ disciples that Jesus did not do this or even attempt to do this, even on his final, fateful Passover journey to Jerusalem (see, e.g., Lk 24:21). It is thus all the more remarkable that, as Raymond Brown points out, “in all the Jewish history before A.D. 130 . . . we have no evidence that any living Jew was ever referred to as the Messiah except Jesus of Nazareth.”20

Of equal importance to understanding Jesus’ messianic thinking is the treatment in the Jewish Wisdom literature of the notion of God’s Wisdom, a personification of an attribute of God or of his creation. Clearly enough, in Proverbs 8–9 we are simply dealing with a personification (notice how Wisdom, portrayed as a woman, since ḥokmâ is a female Hebrew noun, is contrasted with Woman Folly). When we get to Wisdom of Solomon, a document written probably in the first century B.C., we find a full narrative of Wisdom’s role in the life of Israel, which becomes especially pertinent to the study of the New Testament when one examines Wisdom of Solomon 8–9, where Wisdom is portrayed in some of the very same terms used to portray Christ in, for example, Colossians 1; Hebrews 1:1-4; John 1. It will be useful to give a composite portrait here of the way Wisdom was envisioned in early Judaism.

Wisdom has her origins in God alone (Prov 8:22; Sir 24:3; Wis 7:25-26) and so, not surprisingly, is said to have existed prior to the creation of the material universe and to have had a role in that creation (Prov 3:19; 8:22-29; 24:3; Sir 1:4, 9-10; 16:24–17:7; Wis 7:22; 8:4-6; 9:2, 9).21 Wisdom, being an attribute and power of God, is infused into creation, which accounts for creation’s own coherence and endurance (Wis 1:7; 7:24, 27; 8:1; 11:25), and Wisdom is also sometimes identified with the spirit of God (Wis 1:7; 9:17; 12:1) and so is seen as immanent in the world (Wis 7:24; 8:1). Perhaps most importantly, Wisdom is said to come into the world with a mission (Prov 8:4, 31-36; Sir 24:7, 12, 19-22; Wis 7:27-28; 8:2-3) and so sets out to address the world personally and call it to repent and gain wisdom (Prov 1:8-9; Sir 24:19-22; Wis 6:12-16; 8:7-9; 9:10-16). The benefits that she offers her disciples include, among other things, life and prosperity (Prov 1:8-9; Sir 1:14-20; 6:18-31; 15:1-8; 24:19-33; Wis 7:7-14). Wisdom is especially associated with God’s people, dwelling in Israel by divine command (Sir 24:8-12), and sometimes the locus of this dwelling is said to be Torah itself (Sir 24:23; Bar 4:1). She is portrayed as being at work in Israel’s history, guiding, goading, guarding, even saving God’s people (Wis 10:1-21). Unfortunately, Wisdom finds no permanent dwelling place on earth (even, apparently, in Torah) and so returns to heaven and resumes her rightful place there (1 En. 42:1-3).22 Notice that the V-pattern ascribed to the career of Christ, including both preexistence and existence after time on earth in heaven again, in a text such as Philippians 2:5-11 is already found here in this early Jewish wisdom material.23

What is absent in this early Jewish material is the ascribing of divinity to a messianic figure.24 The terms Lord and God are not used for those who are identified as messiah in this literature, and generally speaking, Jews were not looking for a divine messiah, unless they figured that only Yahweh himself was coming to rescue them. In the Wisdom of Solomon and elsewhere in the sapiential literature something like divinity or divine presence is indeed ascribed to Wisdom, but we must remember that this figure is a personification or extension of the mind of the one God or is a divine attribute, not a person. Only in the New Testament, when this wisdom imagery is applied to Jesus, is it first related to an actual historical person, and this is a dramatic shift in the use of the imagery, just as we saw with the actual term messiah being used only of Jesus during this period.

The materials thus far discussed help us see that the use of titles such as “Son of Man,” “Son of God,” “Messiah,” or even “Wisdom” for Jesus arose not in a vacuum but rather in the context of early Jewish messianic thinking of various sorts and forms. For the most part, the New Testament usage of such language is not unprecedented, but the fact of its being used of a known historical figure, and one that was famously executed by Roman authorities, makes it all the more striking and innovative. The earliest christological thinking about Jesus, both by Jesus himself and by later Christian writers, arose not in a vacuum but rather in the context of the discussion of such things in early Judaism. And indeed, the messianic reading of portions of the Old Testament that were not originally messianic in character (e.g., the reading of Psalm 2 or Psalm 110) was already a known practice in Jesus’ day and age.25

It is interesting, for instance, to see what happens in early Judaism with texts such as 2 Samuel 7:4-17, which in their original historical context referred to Solomon and his successors. Since there was no satisfactory continuation of the Davidic line in the succeeding centuries, early Jews assumed that such texts were only partially fulfilled at best by the ancient historical figures to whom they first referred (the same would apply to a text such as Isaiah 7:14, which in context alludes to kings of Assyria and Egypt of that era who would arise and come and judge Israel), and speculation about an eschatological fulfillment of the text or a more complete fulfillment was not uncommon. Thus in 4Q174 the eschatological successors of the Teacher of Righteousness (presumably the kingly and priestly messiahs) are looked to for the fulfillment of 2 Samuel 7 once and for all.

It is fair to say that eschatological thinking and expectation were not uncommon in the early Judaism of Jesus’ day. Although not all early Jews thought that they lived on the cusp of the end times, many apparently did, to judge from reading the Qumran scrolls or the Enoch literature or 4 Ezra. This is not surprising, since even the Maccabees had failed to sustain home rule for Jews, and thus it was assumed that only a “final solution” would solve the problem of foreign rule, an eschatological one involving direct divine intervention. This eschatological expectation was apt to take various forms, thus in CD-A XIV, 19 and CD-B XIX, 10 we hear about the priestly and kingly messiahs, a sort of expectation possibly indebted to a certain reading of Zechariah 4:1-14. We do not find this form of eschatological expectation in the Gospels or elsewhere in the New Testament, for in those sources the focus is solely on Jesus.26

We noted earlier Raymond Brown’s remark that Jesus was the only historical figure actually identified specifically as the Jewish messiah in this era.27 To this we can add the remark by John Collins that “Jesus of Nazareth was the only historical figure who was eventually identified with Daniel’s Son of Man.”28 I would say that Jesus actually identified himself with that figure referred to in Daniel 7, as we will see. We have to ask, Why all this fixation in the New Testament on a controversial historical figure who was crucified, whereas in other early Jewish literature the expectation and the speculation center on a future coming figure, not a present historical one with a controversial birth, life, and death? My answer to this question is specific: Jesus himself was the catalyst and instigator of such speculation and theologizing, and his actual life, ministry, teaching, and death led to a fervency and frequency of focus on matters christological by his followers that contrasts notably with other early Jewish sources both in frequency of messianic discussion and in monolithic focus. Accordingly, we now must turn to the man himself and his own theologizing and ethicizing in the context of early Judaism.




THE PERSON AND IDENTITY OF JESUS



Jesus the Storyteller

In his highly influential work Hans Frei has chronicled how, beginning in the eighteenth century and continuing on to today, one of the effects of historical criticism of the New Testament has been a loss of narrative interpretation. In part this happened because of the search for some universal theological or religious or spiritual truth presumed to be embedded in, and thus in need of being extracted and abstracted from, the narrative itself. While historical facts and their narrative recounting were still seen as the indispensable vehicle through which revelation or religious truth was given, the meaningfulness of the text was presumed to be found through shedding or peeling off the historical garb so as to set the meaning in some broader religious context that corresponds to things seen as meaningful at that point in time.

To a great extent, this approach still characterizes discussions today, ranging from Krister Stendahl’s distinction between what the text meant back then and what it means today, to various attempts to use the New Testament to construct a New Testament theology “useful” and “meaningful” today, where the New Testament serves as a resource to be mined so that isolated ideas and concepts can be put in a new and different theological or philosophical framework (e.g., Bultmann and his existentialist framework).29 What characterizes all these sorts of approaches is the loss of the narrative framework. It also involves the assumption that meaning changes over time, hence the cry of “relevance.” As Frei puts it, with these sorts of sifting and abstracting approaches, interpretation becomes “a matter of fitting the biblical story into another world with another story rather than incorporating that world into the biblical story.”30 This process of abstraction became accelerated when certain Enlightenment assumptions (such as the assumption that miracles do not happen) were applied increasingly to the biblical text such that one had to distinguish between what was real (what could happen in reality) and what sorts of “relevant” truth and meaning one could still abstract from the New Testament text. We see this in, for example, the case of Thomas Jefferson, whose New Testament deletes the miraculous and focuses on the ethics of Jesus in places such as the Sermon on the Mount.

For the record, I take the narratives of the New Testament as an attempt to describe a particular reality from various early Jewish and Christian points of view using “realistic” narrative and to tell the truth about that reality, which involves the interaction of God and human beings in various forms. I do not approach the text with either an antisupernatural bias or the assumption that theological or ethical truth must be abstracted from the text through some sort of winnowing or sifting process that distinguishes the historical Jesus from the Christ of faith in a rigid or clear-cut manner. The historical Jesus is indeed also the Christ of Christian faith, or, better said, he became the Christ of Christian faith (not merely of messianic belief) through his death and resurrection, both of which were historical events.31

This means that history and theology belong together in the case of Jesus, and the narratives about Jesus are both historical and theological. Theology is not merely an interpretation placed on historical events; rather, it arises out of those events because God and divine activity were involved in actual historical events. This is especially the case when we are dealing with Jesus, and this is why attempting to extract a historical Jesus from the narrative that is somehow different or less than the theological images of Jesus in the text is an exercise in futility not fertility. Jesus had a messianic self-understanding and was constantly engaged in theological interpretation of his own ministry and his role in it. It is important to respect the narratives and seek to understand the narratival way that truth of various sorts is conveyed about Jesus in the Gospels. But there is another aspect to understanding Jesus that is too seldom considered: the storied world out of which Jesus himself operated.

Jesus’ storied world, as it turns out, was rather different from the storied worlds of his post-Easter followers in one particular regard. Whereas they had the story of Jesus itself to help shape the way they understood their own story and other macrostories of the world itself, not to mention all the Old Testament stories, Jesus did not have this luxury. It is not surprising at all that the stories that Jesus told (e.g., parables) and the stories that he inhabited and lived out of were in various respects different from the stories that his Christian followers told after his earthly life. Jesus’ storied world arises out of both the stories found in the Old Testament and the traditions and narratives of early Judaism written “between the times” of the Testaments.

Not only so, Jesus, as a postexilic Jew, reads the Old Testament stories and indeed all of the Old Testament texts in light of the apocalyptic visions of persons such as Daniel, Zechariah, and the author of the Book of the Similitudes in 1 Enoch, and in light of the living and ongoing tradition of Jewish wisdom encapsulated not only in canonical books such as Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job but also in Wisdom of Solomon and Sirach. He stands at a point in time after the apocalyptic prophetic tradition and the ancient wisdom traditions had intermingled in various ways, and he draws on them in ways that reflect that cross-fertilization. Like Daniel, who is portrayed as both a sage and an apocalyptic visionary, Jesus presents himself in these sorts of ways to his public and his disciples. His vision of reality is informed not just by the corpus of earlier Jewish literature found within and outside our current Old Testament; his vision is informed by his own religious and visionary experiences as well, such as those that he has at baptism, in the wilderness, and elsewhere. In other words, it is not just a body of literature or oral tradition that populates and scripts his storied world; it is his own life experiences as well, experiences that his followers could not and did not completely replicate, for they were not called to be God’s anointed one, his special Son, the Son of Man. Jesus is caught up in a thoroughly Jewish world and worldview that generate a Christian one, whereas his post-Easter followers are caught up in a worldview that is indeed profoundly Jewish, but it also reflects the fact that it arises after the great Christ-event of the death and resurrection of Jesus.

Jesus, though certainly he believed in himself and believed remarkable things about himself, is not a Christian in the sense that his post-Easter followers are. For example, his post-Easter followers have a living and personal relationship with the exalted Christ in heaven, their Lord and Savior. And their position and posture in that relationship is as his followers, his disciples, his servants. Jesus did not and does not have this sort of relationship with himself! It is thus understandable that the stories that Jesus articulates and the storied world out of which he lived are in some important ways different from the stories that early Christian preachers told, which basically were plot summaries of the life of Jesus welded to the larger chassis of the story of salvation history or God’s involvement over time with his people (see, e.g., Acts 2–6). We must accept these differences in storytelling that have everything to do with the fact that Jesus operates at a different juncture in history than do his later followers who are part of the early Christian movement, and that also have to do with the fact that Jesus’ historical consciousness of himself does not include all the retrospective Christian theologizing done by his followers after the fact and in light of the whole arc of his narrative.32

As we approach the evidence about Jesus’ theologizing and ethicizing, then, we need to keep steadily in view that Jesus is speaking out of his sapiential and apocalyptic worldview and out of his messianic self-understanding, and therefore certain important terms such as Son of Man and kingdom of God become crucial for him in ways that were not as much the case for his followers, who to an important extent came out of and spoke into different situations. We must sample at this point some of the key stories and concepts that Jesus uses to articulate his theological and ethical vision as he sees and believes that God has inaugurated his final saving activity in the human sphere.

It is only appropriate that the New Testament begins with four versions of the Jesus story, for Jesus himself was a master storyteller. In fact, the most notable feature of his public speech patterns, according to all three of our earliest Gospels, was that he spoke in sapiential ways using parables, aphorisms, riddles, one-liners, discourses, and the like. What is important for us about this fact is that storytelling was perhaps the chief means by which Jesus did his own theologizing and ethicizing, which is hardly surprising, since he lived in an oral culture in which the vast majority of people could neither read nor write. We learn a great deal about Jesus’ own thought world and the world that he was trying to shape or create from examining his parables and other forms of his metaphorical speech. Indeed, some 70 percent of Jesus’ teaching is in the form of some sort of wisdom utterance, and by one count, there are some 247 parables or aphorisms or riddles of Jesus just in the Synoptic Gospels. Here we must content ourselves with looking at a representative sampling. First, however, since most all of Jesus’ parables and much of his other teaching are said to be about “the kingdom of God,” we need to consider what Jesus meant by “kingdom.”

The Aramaic term malkûthāʾ, like the Greek term basileia, is not best rendered “kingdom” in English in various texts. Sometimes the term seems to have a more active and verbal sense, and sometimes it operates more like a normal noun. To put the matter succinctly, sometimes it refers to a divine saving activity resulting in a reign, and sometimes to a realm where that reign takes place. Unfortunately, the English word kingdom always connotes a place or locale. For this reason, I have suggested that we use the English word dominion instead of kingdom because in English we can speak of having dominion over someone, and we can also speak of the king’s dominion. In other words, the term dominion can be used in both verbal and nominal senses, like the original Aramaic and the Greek terms. For example, Aristotle, in Politics 3:1285b, 20, uses basileia with the sense of kingly rule or reign. Similarly in Daniel 2:44; 4:22; and particularly 7:27 (which is important for understanding Jesus’ own view), malkût/malkûthāʾ is a term that parallels šalṭan, which means “rule, authority” but also “kingdom.” In 1QM XII, 15; XIX, 7 the term refers to rule or reign, and in Testament of Benjamin 10:7 to God’s royal rule. Psalms of Solomon 17 is especially germane because it comes from before the New Testament era and reads in part, “And the dominion of our God is forever over the nations in judgment. Lord, you chose David to be king over Israel and swore to him about his descendants forever, that his kingdom should not fail before you.” Notice here that David’s kingdom is at the same time God’s kingdom.

Jesus seems to have used the term in a multivalent way, sometimes referring to the eschatological saving activity of God breaking in and changing a person’s life, sometimes referring to the eschatological reign of God in some place, and sometimes referring to a condition or even a place that believers would one day enter, inherit, or obtain. As Everett Ferguson has pointed out, when an ancient person spoke of a king and his kingdom, “It was not a monarchy in the modern sense of a ruler over a clearly defined territory. A kingdom was rather a sphere of power. Where we would say ‘state’ or . . . ‘kingdom’ the ancients said ‘subjects of king (so and so).’”33 Kings mainly were seen as reigning over a people more than over a piece of land or a place. If a king had no subjects, he was no ruler, no matter how much wealth or property he might own. It should also be stressed that this sort of language has political overtones and implications. It never has a purely spiritual significance in Jesus’ period. People who went around making pronouncements about an inbreaking dominion, or even about bringing in the dominion of God, were seen either as heralds of a coming king or as makers of royal claims, at least indirectly, for themselves. Jesus’ parables about the dominion of God were not nice, spiritual sayings mainly about Jesus reigning in someone’s heart, nor were they ever intended to be sermon illustrations. They were the preaching itself. They were about an earth-shattering, history-changing, and humanity-transforming series of events announced by John and inaugurated by Jesus during his ministry. It seems clear from a saying such as Luke 12:32 (“Your Father has been pleased to give you the dominion”) that the malkûthāʾ can be distinguished from God, or God’s presence, as something that God can give to his subjects: salvation, healing, blessing, grace, lordship, judgment—a host of things can be meant.

Having spoken generally about the dominion of God, we should do likewise by way of introduction about parables.34 Parables, aphorisms, and riddles are forms of wisdom speech, and they are inherently imagaic and metaphorical in character. Like so many forms of discourse in an oral culture, their aural dimensions are an important part of how they work. By this I mean that they need to be heard in order to be understood. There needs to be an oral performance of them if an audience is to catch the nuances and emphases, the alliteration and assonance, and other mnemonic devices. It is no wonder that Jesus, after telling a parable, would conclude, “Let those with two good ears hear” (see, e.g., Mk 4:23-24).35

We are used to referring to parables as stories, but in fact the Hebrew word māšāl, like the Greek term parabolē, from which the English word comes, is an umbrella term for all sorts of metaphorical forms of speech, including aphorisms, riddles, one-liners, and the like. This is why various scholars talk about the narrative “parables,” which really are more like short stories and are especially found in that extended form in Luke’s Gospel (see Lk 10; 15), as opposed to shorter parables, which are simply analogies (e.g., Jesus laments that his Nazareth audience will say to him the parable “Physician, heal yourself” [Lk 4:23]). Whether short or long, parabolic sayings or stories are ways of drawing an analogy, comparing two unlike things that in some particular way or ways are similar or alike. In Jesus’ parables or wisdom sayings the dominion of God is not like every aspect of the saying or parable, but like some aspect or aspects of them. In antiquity there was a sliding scale between parable and allegory, and it is fair to say that various ancient parables, including those of Jesus, had allegorical elements in them.

There is an art to understanding wisdom speech, be it proverb, narrative parable, aphorism, or riddle. They always tend to be a bit enigmatic, meant to tease the mind into active thought, as C. H. Dodd once put it. Some of them are actually more like brainteasers, but all of them presuppose a certain universe of discourse. Furthermore, it is never simply about understanding what has been said; it is also about knowing when and how and where to apply that understanding. Jesus is a purveyor of wisdom, not just of information or knowledge.

Sometimes wisdom was seen as something that one deduced from close inspection of nature or human nature, but after the rise of apocalyptic literature in the exilic period of Israelite history, wisdom increasingly was seen to come from above if it was to come at all, for the times were out of joint. By this I mean that the greater the amount of social dysfunction, the greater the need for revelatory wisdom and divine guidance. Jesus was not merely a purveyor of the wisdom of the ages deduced from nature or human nature, though he occasionally used these forms of wisdom speech. He believed that he was conveying insights that came from above, from God. In other words, he saw himself as conveying revelatory wisdom, which often would be about things that only God could know or know of in advance of their happening. And furthermore, that is how Jesus saw wisdom coming to some of his disciples: it dawned on them from above. For example, consider Matthew 16:17, where Jesus says to Peter, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for flesh and blood have not revealed this to you but my Father in heaven.” Jesus, like his disciples, needed to stay in close touch with the Father in order to receive the insight and instructions necessary to carry out the mission.

But not only did Jesus receive a word from above occasionally, he also is presented as an apocalyptic seer in some Gospel traditions. For example, the story of Jesus’ close encounter with the Evil One (i.e., Satan) is clearly enough an account of a vision that Jesus had while in the Judean wilderness fasting and praying (see Mt 4:1-11; Lk 4:1-13).36 And we also have other small hints that Jesus had such visions from time to time—for example, his saying that “I saw Satan fall like lightning from the sky” (Lk 10:18). Jesus likely is referring to the fact that he saw himself as the one to come and bind Satan and free his captives through exorcisms and other means (see Mk 3:22-27 par.). Jesus thus combines the features of a counterorder sage and an apocalyptic seer, and he does all of this with the self-chosen and preferred moniker “Son of Man.” Clearly, he draws on a variety of early Jewish traditions not only to cast a vision of how he sees the world, but also to present an indirect portrait of how he sees himself and the role that he plays in that world. And as such, he sees himself as so powerful that he can even bind Satan and free his captives and heal the sick and also reveal God’s eschatological truth and dispense sorely needed wisdom to God’s people involving good news that the divine saving activity, the dominion of God, was breaking into the world. Gerd Theissen reminds us,

Jesus is unique in religious history. He combines the two conceptual worlds which had never been combined in this way before, the apocalyptic expectation of universal salvation in the future and the episodic realization of salvation in the present through miracles. . . . Before Jesus there was no comparable combination of apocalyptic and the charism of miracle-working. . . . Because the negative web of evil has already been broken it is possible for salvation to come in individual instances. Because individual instances of salvation occur, the presence of the end can be proclaimed here and now.37


Jesus was not a court sage or counselor; he mostly operated on the margins of society and outside the halls of power (though he occasionally taught in a temple or synagogue). Sages might well cite traditional wisdom from the past, but often, especially if they were revelatory sages, they would speak on the basis of some truth given to them personally. Jesus spoke on his own authority wherever he went. This was noted immediately in even some of his earliest teaching in the synagogue (see Mk 1:21-28), which stands worlds apart from many Jewish teachers who would quote various other rabbis before rendering an opinion, though Jesus is not alone in this practice.38 Jesus speaks without such footnotes, and one reason for that is that he speaks as a sage. He also tended to speak without quotation marks, by which I mean although he did sometimes quote the Scriptures, he did not use the oracular formula of prophets, “Thus says the Lord,” though as Mark 6:4 indicates, he does view himself as some sort of prophet. His authority is derived neither from his training nor from his great knowledge of Jewish oral tradition. He speaks as an independent apocalyptic sage, dispensing wisdom, especially revelatory wisdom, as the eschatological realities break into space and time through his ministry. In some respects, this is like other charismatic Jewish sages such as Hanina ben Dosa; however, these other sages do not reflect the same eschatological consciousness.

It appears to me, when considering texts such as 2 Samuel 12:1-4 and Ezekiel 17:3-10, that narrative parables originally were prophetic modifications of wisdom speech. Wisdom speech tended to be not about history, but rather about mundane or everyday social and religious matters. Jesus’ parables, particularly the narrative ones, do indeed seem to be commentary on his own ministry and on what is going on in his Jewish world either because of or in response to that ministry. As such, we can see him as a prophetic or eschatological sage, one who drew on the riches of the prophetic and sapiential and even apocalyptic resources in the Old Testament and in early Judaism to convey his message. Bearing these things in mind, let us consider a few of the mysterious metaphorical sayings of Jesus.

Perhaps a good place to start will be by comparing the brief analogies in Matthew 12:25-30 // Mark 3:23-29 // Luke 11:17-23. Here we learn of the story of a house divided and the binding of a strong man. It seems clear enough that one of the functions of these sorts of stories is to fend off criticism deriving from the fact that Jesus was an exorcist, and indeed an exorcist who worked on the Sabbath. From Jesus’ viewpoint, the Sabbath was the perfect day to give people “rest” or “shalom” from what ailed them, but from the viewpoint of at least some of the Pharisees and scribes, this was a clear violation of the Sabbath rules about work. Anything that could wait until sundown was supposed to wait.39

But let us return to the household parable. Its cut and thrust is that Jesus is attacking that household or stronghold or kingdom, one belonging to Satan, and he is freeing its captives. The “exorcism of demons means that the kingdom or royal house of the prince of demons is being destroyed—certainly not by the prince himself, which would be absurd—but by the opposite royal power seizing control of human beings through a striking miracle.”40 One needs to ask, “What sort of person thinks he can take on the devil and free his slaves? What sort of person thinks that even though Satan seems to be the ruler of this world, and the world is full of forces and beings that bewitch, bother, and bewilder God’s people, now through his ministry liberation is at hand?” The theologizing that Jesus does about his world and even himself he does through analogy, metaphor, and storytelling that amounts to extended analogies and metaphors. But of course there is an ethical dimension to all this as well. Jesus is overcoming evil with good, with the power of God’s Spirit, and the implication is that God does not want his people to be in bondage to sin, sickness, and evil, but rather wants the opposite: he wants them saved, sanctified throughout, glorified. The inaugural sermon in Luke 4, with its quotation of Isaiah 61, was no wish list; it was a battle plan that Jesus enacted through his ministry.

But lest we think that Jesus simply went from triumph to triumph and success to success, we soon discover that he has an easier time dealing with demons than with human beings! Consider for a moment the parable of the sower, which in Mark’s Gospel is the paradigmatic parable. Mark 4 is set near the beginning of the Gospel as a commentary on the beginnings of Jesus’ ministry. As I have already noted, and as the commentary in the latter part of Mark 4 makes clear, there are indeed allegorical elements in these parables, particularly the extended ones. In her fine study of Mark 4, Mary Ann Tolbert stresses, “The two parables in Mark [she means the two major ones in Mark 4; 12] present in concise summary form the Gospel’s view of Jesus: he is the Sower of the Word and the Heir of the Vineyard. The first emphasizes his task and the second his identity; together they make up the Gospel’s basic narrative Christology.”41 Exactly. In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus does not reveal his identity in public through creeds or confessions or dramatic, self-serving statements; he tells parables. In order to understand Jesus and his own sense of identity, one has to enter into his storied world.

In the parable of the sower we hear about Jesus as a teacher or preacher, a spreader of God’s Word. Actually, the parable should be known as the parable of the different soils, for what makes the difference in this story is neither the sower nor the seed, which is the same in each instance, but rather the different soils. It is neither God’s agent nor God’s Word that decides who receives the Word well and allows it to dwell and grow within them. It is the different soils themselves that determine the issue. The sower scatters the seed far and wide, even on unpromising soil (and here we may be meant to think of the many sinners, tax collectors, and outcasts whom Jesus solicited), hoping for a good crop.

The story follows the usual rule of three, and so we have three sets of seeds that fall on unproductive ground (and one that falls on good soil—Mk 4:4-7, 8) three adverse conditions (path, thorns, rocky ground), and three degrees of productivity (30, 60 and 100-fold). This parable aptly suits the Galilean milieu in which Jesus operated (cf. 4 Ezra 8:41), and it is an amazingly frank parable. Jeremias long ago suggested that it is a commentary on the failures and successes of Jesus’ ministry.42 The parable, then, suggests that Jesus’ dominion message was received negatively in various cases, with some ephemeral success in others, and finally with some outstanding and lasting results in yet others. The response was mixed and varied. Now, it must be kept steadily in mind that Jesus is not purveying some sort of general moral truth here; rather, he is speaking about the inbreaking, eschatological dominion of God and the response to its preaching. We must be careful how we read these parables, for sometimes Jesus can even use an immoral person, such as a wicked judge, to tell us something about the character of God (see Lk 18:1-8)! Clearly enough, a simple “this character represents that person in the real world” approach often does not work with Jesus’ parables. He seeks to tell people what God and his saving activity are like through analogy and story, but not every detail of the story is analogous.

Jesus’ parables are always surprising and sometimes shocking and unsettling. They are told not to reinforce the status quo but rather to announce the incoming missiles that unsettle that status quo. This inbreaking dominion involves a reversal of some expectations, values, social standing, and roles. When the least, the last, and the lost become the first, the most, and the found, then you know that the dominion of God is at hand. And we need look no further than to Jesus’ own inner circle of disciples to see the results of such a message: we find various fishermen coupled with their deadly enemies the tax collectors and, to top it all off, some zealots or former zealots who wanted revolution—not an opportunity or peaceful moment to go fishing! Jesus really knew how to pick them!

We learn from Mark 4 something of Jesus’ strategy or modus operandi. Why, exactly, would he pick the ancient equivalent of brainteasers to convey the message of the inbreaking eschatological activity of God? Could he not just be clearer or dumb it down? Well, besides the fact that parables were already familiar early Jewish educational tools, we are told in Mark 4:11-12 precisely why to those “outside” the circle of disciples everything was given in parables. Jesus cites Isaiah 6:9-10. That text refers to a time when many of God’s people had become quite hard-hearted and would not respond properly to God’s warnings and overtures. Thus God orders the prophet Isaiah (with whom Jesus seems to empathize and identify) to speak in ways the audience could not understand to indicate to them how alienated they were from God, how far they were from understanding God’s ways and will. Thus Jesus says everything in parables so that or with the result that “they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding; otherwise they might turn and be forgiven.’”

At first blush, this sounds like teaching to accomplish obfuscation rather than revelation, but that view misses the point. The point is that God’s sinful and wayward people, unless they repent and turn, will never understand what God is doing in their midst, not even through the dramatic ministry of Jesus in word and deed. Parables are opaque, and unless one is in a condition of receptivity and perceptivity, one will not understand them. In other words, the “crop failure” that Jesus speaks of reflects on the spiritual state of those who hear the word. The people who dwell in darkness may have seen a great light, but how they look at it will determine whether they are blinded by the light or receive enlightenment from it.

In fact, the parables are two-edged swords: they bring insight to the open-minded and judgment on the obdurate. And here is where the ethical dimension of things comes into clear focus: Mark, like Jesus and Daniel before him, believes that listening intently is the presupposition to understanding and accepting and benefiting from a revelation (e.g., “Hear, O Israel . . . ”). Consider the closing lines of Daniel: “I heard, but I did not understand. . . . He said, ‘None of the wicked will understand, but those who are paying close attention will understand’” (Dan 12:8-10). Jesus, in this parable, is making clear why so many do not understand what he is doing: they are hard-hearted and unprepared to receive the Word. This same fact is made quite apparent in Mark 12 in the parable of the vineyard, but there it is specifically the Jewish leaders, the tenders of the vineyard, who are criticized for rejecting Jesus and his message, and indeed even desiring and attempting to do away with him—a warning for latter-day church leaders as well. As I said, these parables often have an ominous undercurrent, and as Jesus’ form of apocalyptic rhetoric, they are intended to communicate in a way that would elicit whether a person was responding in faith or not.

As Mark’s Gospel makes painfully clear, even Jesus’ own disciples often misunderstood him, but the difference was this: at least most of them truly desired to understand; and so we have the motif, seen already in Mark 4, of Jesus giving insider explanation of his public teachings to the disciples so that they will truly understand. Mark 4:33-34 also implies that these disciples needed, indeed required, such an explanation. Spiritual things require at least a certain spiritual receptivity or openness of heart and mind. Unfortunately, all too often the disciples in Mark appear as if they do not get it, do not understand, and are even on occasion said to have no faith. Mark’s portrait of the world, of the disciples, and even of Jesus at points is stark, dark, menacing.

Jesus was a paradigm-buster when it came to early Jewish messianic figures. He was neither a violent revolutionary nor a warrior king, and yet his message was revolutionary in many ways, calling for a revolution and renovation of the heart and mind, a reenvisioning of all that one held dear.43 If even notorious sinners could be saved, if even the marginalized could come front and center, what was the world coming to? In Jesus’ view, the status quo world of early Judaism, whether longing for self-rule or having made peace with foreign rule, was coming to an end, an eschatological end, and he was just the man to bring it about. The socially radical nature of Jesus’ theologizing and ethicizing can certainly also be seen in other familiar parables. Let us consider the parable about the good Samaritan and the parable of the prodigal son.

The parable of the good Samaritan (Lk 10:25-37) is perhaps the most beloved and most belabored of Jesus’ parables, along with the parable of the prodigal son (Lk 15:11-32). It has been over-read and over-allegorized repeatedly by numerous church fathers, such as Augustine. As Craig Evans warns, “The man leaving Jerusalem does not represent fallen Adam’s exit from Paradise (Genesis 3:22-24); the robbers do not represent Satan and his demons; ‘stripped him’ does not refer to humanity’s loss of immortality; the priest does not represent the Law nor the Levite the Prophets or some other part of the Old Testament or Jewish practice; the Samaritan is not Jesus; the oil and wine do not represent the Holy Spirit and/or gifts of the Holy Spirit; the inn is not the church; the innkeeper is neither the apostle Paul nor the Holy Spirit; and the two silver coins refer neither to the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper nor to anything else.”44 The church fathers were not wrong in seeing symbolic or allegorical elements in some of Jesus’ parables, but the allegorical interpretation of the story in detail in a way that denudes it of its Jewish character and context and turns it into a story about later Christian ideas, institutions, and practices not only is anachronistic but also can be said to be anti-Semitic. Careful attention to the social context is required to avoid such mistakes.

The social context of this parable is especially important, requiring some knowledge of the history of the debacle between Jews and Samaritans. It was about as rancorous a situation as the modern Palestinian-Israeli conflict in Israel, and it is not hyperbole to say that for many Jews, the only good Samaritan was a dead Samaritan, and many Samaritans felt likewise about Jews.45 Thus we must realize that the Samaritan in this story is socially out of bounds, and he is taking a considerable risk, due to the thieves who lurked nearby, in helping a Jew on the road between Jericho and Jerusalem. But there is another social factor to understand about this story. The lawyer who raised the question “Who is my neighbor” is presumably an expert in Torah, and his associates, perhaps even his employers, would have been the priests and Levites mentioned in the story. The temple complex had a host of scribal scholars or, as Luke calls them, “lawyers,” and they readily identified with and looked up to the priests and Levites.46 Thus, this parable is not a nice little generic lesson on being charitable or going the extra mile to help. It is actually a biting social commentary, with Jesus criticizing the views that some of his fellow Jews have of Samaritans as a race or ethnic group, views that this lawyer himself may well have held.

Notice that the story begins with a question that is meant to “test” Jesus (Lk 10:25). The lawyer may not be hostile, for he addresses Jesus in a respectful way as “teacher,” but nevertheless he is interested in justifying his own predilections and interpretations of these matters, as Luke 10:29 suggests. His question, at least initially, concerns what he must do to obtain everlasting life, and Jesus, as was often his wont, responds with a question: “What is written in the law?” Jesus treats the man as knowledgeable and literate, for he adds, “What do you read there?”

The lawyer in turn responds by reciting Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18. This combination of texts already existed in early Judaism, as Testament of Issachar 5:2 and Testament of Dan 5:3 indicate. And indeed, we know from elsewhere that Jesus himself has cited these texts and agrees with the lawyer’s answer (cf. Mt 22:37; Mk 12:29-31). Thus, it is unsurprising that Luke 10:28 reports that Jesus tells the man that he answered correctly, to which Jesus adds, “Do this and you will live,” which probably is a quotation from the same vicinity of the citation by the lawyer, namely, Leviticus 18:5. The story could have concluded at this juncture, but the lawyer wants to press a particular point, the definition of “neighbor,” and so he asks Jesus about who qualifies as neighbor. Luke 10:29 suggests that the lawyer wants to vindicate his own preconceived notions on this point. We need to realize that someone who asks the question “Who is my neighbor?” surely is asking for a boundary definition. Why else ask? It implies the question “Who is not my neighbor?” Notably, Jesus refuses to give a straight answer to that question; instead, he tells a story about how to be a neighbor to anyone and everyone.

The story begins at Luke 10:30 with a man who presumably is a Jew, since this is a story set in Judea and Jesus identifies the one person in the story who is not a Jew quite clearly. The man is going down the serpentine and dangerous road from Jerusalem to Jericho, a normal commuter route, in fact a route that priests and Levites regularly took because some of them, presumably those who could not afford to live in the high-rent district on Mount Zion, actually lived in Jericho and commuted. This was not a short commute—about seventeen miles—but it was a journey that certainly could be made on foot in a day, especially since it was, quite literally, all downhill. The road drops some 3,300 feet in elevation as one travels from Jerusalem to Jericho, but the twists and turns and hills along the way made this journey perilous, providing places for bandits to lurk and then waylay someone on the road (as Josephus reminds us in J.W. 4.451-475). Such was the fate of the man mentioned at the beginning of the story. The man was stripped and left half-dead. Presumably, we are meant to think that he appeared dead, though he was only comatose.

These sorts of narrative parables usually stick to the rule of only having three main characters, and more often than not, it is the third figure who is the hero. Luke 10:31-32 tells us that a priest and a Levite happened to be going down the road, and they clearly see the man lying on the side of the road, but both of them pass by on the other side of the road. The likely reason for this description (“passing by on the other side of the road”) is that priests and Levites were quite concerned to maintain ritual purity, and touching a corpse made them unclean for a week. They would be unable to do their job for a whole week if they touched this man. One can imagine the lawyer listening to this story—a lawyer/priestly scribe would identify with the priest and Levite—and perhaps being disappointed but then expecting that some compassionate, ordinary Jew would be spoken of next as one who stops and helps the man. If this is what he anticipated as the story went along, he was about to be thrown a world-class curveball.

Luke 10:33 brings a surprising development: “But a certain journeying Samaritan came near him47 and, seeing, he had compassion.”48 Note the emphatic position of “Samaritan” in the Greek sentence. Notice how unlike the priest and Levite, the Samaritan, even though he is in dangerous territory (doubly dangerous since he is a Samaritan), is not self-protective or self-regarding.49 Instead, he slows his journey and puts himself at greater risk by helping this man. He bandages the man’s wounds, using oil to soothe the hurt of the bruises, and wine, with its alcohol, to clean the cuts.50 But this is not all. He could have stopped at that, having done his good deed for the day, but he does not. He places the man on his own pack animal and carts him all the way to the inn in Jericho. Luke 10:34 indicates that he does not just dump the man in the lap of the Jewish innkeeper; rather, he takes care of him for the rest of the day. The next day, the man goes to the innkeeper, takes out two denarii, and pays the innkeeper to take care of the man until he can return, and he promises to pay whatever additional cost accrues while he is away. This clearly was above and beyond the call of normal neighborly duty, even between a Jew and a Jew. Since a normal day’s room and board would have been about one-twelfth of a denarius, what he had given should have been plenty to last for a good number of days.

It is at this crucial juncture in the story, in Luke 10:36, that Jesus then turns to the lawyer and asks him which man has been a neighbor to the man lying on the side of the road. The lawyer again answers correctly, “The one who showed him mercy,” though perhaps he does so reluctantly, for he does not call the hero “the Samaritan.” In a further shocking development, Jesus then says, in Luke 10:37, “Go and do likewise,” which in essence meant, “Go and be like this Samaritan, go and expand your understanding of neighbors and neighborliness.” The great lesson about compassion and mercy is brought home in a vivid way. “Divine mercy does not ask the worth of the recipient. It only sees the need.”51

It is quite probable that 2 Chronicles 28:8-15 was in Jesus’ mind when he told this parable, for there we have the story of how Samaritans, after Samaria had defeated Judah, acting on the advice of a prophet, treated their captives with mercy. In fact, the story says that they clothed the naked, gave them food and drink, anointed them, carried the disabled on donkeys, and brought them to Jericho! Thus even in the very book that the lawyer revered there was an example of neighborly and compassionate behavior involving Samaritans and Jericho.52 Jesus believed that the coming of the eschatological saving reign involved the deconstruction of the old paradigms and prejudices and boundaries.53 It is, of course, important to say that here Jesus is not caricaturing Jews as if all of them were as self-protective and unmerciful as the priest and the Levite in this story. The point is that the higher principles of the law of love and compassion were being upheld, and upheld by a Samaritan, shaming anyone who had prejudices against such a person.

This story tells us a good deal about Jesus, not the least of which is that he was not a racist when it came to Samaritans (or anyone else for that matter). Furthermore, it reminds us of the ethical agendas of Jesus, to bring about reconciliation between even hated enemies. By implication, Jesus disagrees with the definition of “neighbor” as understood by some Jews in early Judaism, and indeed he seems to have trouble with the definition found in the Pentateuch in some respects. The implication is that one should act like a neighbor to all persons, regardless of their condition or ethnicity, and that this sort of action is the true way to fulfill the commandment to love one’s neighbor as oneself.

The parable of the prodigal son (Lk 15:11-32) is in fact almost too familiar to all of us, and it has even become innocuous to some by its overuse and misuse. The story has several revealing aspects that tell us a good deal about Jesus’ view of God, whom he called “Abba,” and his view of ethics as well. Luke has set the story in the context of three parables about the saving of the lost: the lost coin, the lost sheep, and the lost son. In this manner, Luke makes clear where the emphasis lies in these stories: not on the characters per se but rather on the saving event. Nevertheless, the stories paint a vivid picture of God in three different guises. God is depicted as being like a shepherd looking for a single lost sheep (not surprising in light of Old Testament texts such as Ps 23), like a woman searching for her lost coin (rather surprising because God is imaged as a woman), and like a merciful father in the parable that we are most concerned with at this juncture.

The story begins with a father being given a real slap in the face by the younger of his two sons. The younger son demands his share of his father’s estate while the father is still alive, something that one never did in a culture of honor and shame, for it amounted to saying to one’s father, “You are as good as dead, so hand over my share of the estate.” Normally, one inherited only upon the death of the father. This was also an insult to the older brother because normally he, as firstborn son, would inherit first, not last. Nevertheless, the father divides his property and gives the younger son his share of the estate.

The story takes a further shocking turn almost immediately when the younger son packs up and hoofs it off to a foreign country, where he squanders all his considerable inheritance in riotous living. He had not anticipated that he might need to save some money for a sunny day, indeed many sunny days that dried up the water and led to a drought and a famine. And so, as the story says, he began to be in need. Desperate, he hired himself out to anyone who would employ him, and he was sent out to slop the hogs. Of course, for a Jew there could hardly be a more unclean and ignominious farm job. Jews saw pigs as perhaps the most unclean of all animals. Worse still, as the young man continued his downward spiral, he stooped to the new low of even longing to eat some of the seed pods meant to be fed to the pigs, but in fact no one even gave him some of those scraps. At this juncture the story says that the young man “came to himself,” by which is meant that he came to his senses. The young man knew that, unlike the situation at the farm in the foreign country, his father treated his hired hands well and made sure that they were well fed. But having shamed his father, how dare he go and ask anything of him?

The young man devised a strategy and rehearsed his speech whereby he would ask his father to be treated as one of the hired hands, since he certainly had no more legal claim on his father’s estate or even on his father’s honor or mercy. Indeed, he knew that he had sinned so grievously against his father that he no longer had any claim to be his son. This parable then becomes about what God chooses to do even though he is not obligated to do so. In other words, it is not a parable about God’s promised covenant love; it is about pure mercy and grace.54

Luke 15:20 is one of the most moving verses in all of Jesus’ parables. It speaks of how the father, while the son was still a very long way off, saw him, and being filled with compassion and not standing on his dignity, ran out to meet the boy, threw his arms around him, and kissed him. The son then repeated his by now well-rehearsed speech about sinning against God and his father and deserving to be treated as a hired hand. But the father will have none of it. He calls for the best robe, the family ring, and new sandals, and he orders the most fatted of the calves to be slaughtered in preparation for a feast. The prodigal has gone from the outhouse to the penthouse in nothing flat. Why had the father done this? He explains to the servants, “Because my son was dead and now is alive again, was lost and now is found.” The story could well have ended there, but it does not. It takes a surprising twist at the end.

The older son, meanwhile, has been faithfully at home working in his father’s fields and has never strayed. This new development not merely catches the elder son by surprise; it galls him and angers him. And what especially angers him is that his father has never celebrated with him that way all those years, and indeed he had never given the elder son even a young goat to celebrate with his friends. He takes exception to his father’s apparent partiality toward the younger son. The father replies to his elder son with the same rationale that he gave to his servants, but adding, “You are always with me, and all that I have is also yours” (Lk 15:31). But it is right to celebrate when one who was dead becomes alive again, and when a lost soul becomes found again.

What is interesting is that Jesus sees God the Father as still the father of the lost and as wanting to be a father to them regardless of their conduct. This in itself would be an offensive message to those who saw God as vindicating and rescuing only the righteous (cf. the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector in Lk 18:9-14). What sort of overly indulgent father was this? Could this be the holy God of Israel if he even justifies sinners? To be sure, this parable raises the question about Jesus’ vision of God the Father, but perhaps Jesus could have replied to these complaints that in the story the son had indeed finally come to his senses and repented. God went out to be reconciled with a repentant son who knew that the Father owed him nothing, not with the still profligate one. And therein lies the rub. This is just a parable. It is indeed meant to tell us something about Jesus’ theologizing about God and his mercy and compassion and desire to be reconciled with the lost, but it is difficult to know how far to press the story. It does, however, serve as a good entrée into taking a close look at the use of “Father” language elsewhere by Jesus of God, which was characteristic of Jesus’ message and ministry.

Jesus’ parables, rightly read, serve as a fine introduction to Jesus’ thought world. It is clearly not a thought world where spiritual platitudes are offered in story or aphoristic form. The parables, whether short or long, are tools that Jesus uses to challenge his audience and the thinking of some in his day about the nature of God, God’s people, salvation, the heart of the law, and things eschatological, to mention a few subjects. That this was Jesus’ preferred and dominant form of public discourse tells us a good deal about how Jesus wanted to present himself to the world: he wanted to be seen as a sage, a teacher of righteousness and right thinking about God. He wanted to prompt the question “Where did this man get his wisdom?” He wanted people’s minds to be teased into active thought about his ministry, about the dominion of God, about whether Wisdom had come in the person of Jesus and dared to speak with independent authority about such subjects. He wanted to make clear that God was now intervening in Israel’s history in a final or eschatological way, and much hung in the balance of how one responded to the good news. Indeed, one’s very life and eschatological future hung in the balance. But most of all, as we will now see, Jesus wanted to help the audience understand and relate to God in a different way, as Abba.




Jesus and Abba

It was Joachim Jeremias’s theory that “the complete novelty and uniqueness of Abba as an address to God in the prayers of Jesus shows that it expresses the heart of Jesus’ relationship to God.”55 Jeremias was not arguing that Jesus’ view of God was totally novel, but rather that his mode of addressing God was novel because his relationship with God was distinctive. In the early form of his argument, Jeremias floated the idea that “Abba” meant something like “Daddy” and thus was the language that small children would use of their fathers. To his credit, upon further study of the relevant evidence, he revised his opinion because he found that adult children could address their fathers this way as well in Aramaic.56 But it is clear enough that Jeremias was right that the use of “Abba” indicated the intimacy and personal nature of the relationship, for it is indeed a term of endearment. Bearing this in mind, we may gain several revealing insights from a close examination of the way Jesus uses this language for God.

First, wherever Jesus directly addresses God in the Gospels, he calls him “Father” (presumably Abba in the Aramaic), with only one exception. On the cross, according to Mark 15:34, Jesus addresses God as “God,” quoting Psalm 22, the so-called cry of dereliction: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” This is especially striking in Mark because it follows the heart cry of “Abba” in the prayer in the garden of Gethsemane in Mark 14:36. This latter verse suggests an earnest pleading with God in the most intimate terms. Mark may be suggesting how emphatic the address was, as he has both the Aramaic and the Greek for the word father, whereas Matthew and Luke have only the Greek word. We need to bear in mind that we are talking about Jesus’ prayer language here, not the way he spoke about God in public, though he may have used this term for God in public as well.

Second, the expression “my Father” is found only on the lips of Jesus in the Gospels, and outside the Gospels this is strikingly the case as well (cf. Rev 2:27; 3:5, 21). As far as we can tell, Jesus does not pray with his disciples, “Our Father”; rather, he teaches his disciples to do that as part of their corporate prayer life, a practice that of course continues today among Jesus’ followers. It is furthermore striking that we do not actually hear of Jesus’ disciples praying to God as Abba (even though, according to Mt 6:9 par., they seem to have been instructed to do so) prior to the reception of the Spirit, who, according to Romans 8:15-16 and Galatians 4:6, prompts such a manner of addressing God. These two Pauline texts are the earliest references to God as Abba in the New Testament, and we will note more about them shortly. Here it is enough to point out that this way of addressing God, served up by the apostle Paul to largely Gentile audiences who did not know Aramaic, would be very surprising indeed if there were not some sort of precedent or mandate from the life and teaching of Jesus for such usage. In other words, there is a distinction made in the Gospels between the prayer life of Jesus and that of his disciples in regard to the matter of using “Abba,” but after the disciples received the eschatological Spirit of God, they too were prompted and enabled to use this language.

A further interesting fact is that “Father” is used of God in all our Gospel sources (Mark, Q, M, L, and John). In some of this material the intimacy of the relationship between Jesus and the Father is stressed—for instance, in the Q saying in Matthew 11:25-27 // Luke 10:21-22. The Father and Son share knowledge that others do not have unless Jesus dispenses it. Notice also how in Mark 8:38 the Son is said to come in the glory of his Father. So there is strong reason to believe not only that Jesus addressed God as “Abba,” connoting the intimacy of their relationship, but also that he taught his disciples to do so, while still offering some sayings that made clear the distinction between his own relationship with God (only he could call God “my Father”) and that of his disciples with God.

Another telling point made by Jeremias, still valid, is that one must bear in mind the eschatological context in which Jesus speaks of God as Father. In other words, Jesus believed that even God’s own people needed to be saved and redeemed, and on the basis of that salvation they would be able to address God in intimate terms. “In Jesus’ eyes, being a child of God is not a gift of creation but an eschatological gift of salvation.”57

Jesus is not simply perpetuating early Jewish usage of “Father” language for God; he believes that one can use such language only because the inbreaking salvation of God changes people and allows them to address God in this fashion because they now have a more intimate relationship with God. Here it is apposite to remember Jeremiah 3:19, where God laments the fact that his people are not in a spiritual state where they could appropriately address God using the family language of “Father.” And here is where a further fascinating insight comes to light. Jesus did not see himself as one of those whom God was redeeming. His use of “Father” language does not derive from his having experienced salvation. Rather, he stands on the side of God as the redeemer figure and has this unique filial consciousness of God that he can only pass along to his disciples if he fulfills his ministry. Only on the cross, according to Mark 15, does Jesus experience our estrangement, our God-forsakenness, and only thereafter are the disciples enabled to address God as Jesus had boldly done throughout his ministry, as “Abba.”

As Jeremias was to suggest, God is addressed in intimate terms by the disciples after Easter because God had drawn near through Jesus in a definitive way, creating a degree and kind of family intimacy that did not fully exist before Jesus came on the scene. Although there is Old Testament discussion about God’s desire to have such an intimate relationship with his people and discussion about God’s intent to redeem his people, Jesus apparently believes that it is through his ministry that this reign or saving activity of God breaks into the midst of God’s people in a full and final way, enabling such a relationship. It is no surprise, then, that Paul places the discussion of “Abba” in the contexts where he is stressing the final salvific work of Christ and the Spirit.

Though the references to Jesus’ use of the term Abba during his ministry are not plentiful, we should not judge their importance on the basis of their numerical strength. It is rather like looking at the enormous meteor crater that now contains only small traces of the original meteor. The size of the crater, however, clearly bears witness to the size of the meteor itself. Similarly, when we find in some of our chronologically earliest Christian sources—Galatians and Romans—that God’s Spirit even prompts Gentiles to pray to God as “Abba,” we must recognize the magnitude and importance of this language and its ultimate source.

What more do we learn about Jesus’ view of God, other than that God is one who desires intimacy with his people, from an examination of the “Father” passages in Mark? For one thing, we learn from Mark 8:38 that Jesus believed that God was a glorious being, full of power and might, and that one day the Son of Man would come in that glory. From Mark 11:25 we learn that the Father is a forgiving God, and that we should emulate his behavior. From Mark 13:32 we learn that God is an all-knowing Father; he even knows something Jesus did not: the timing of the second coming. Finally, we learn from Mark 14:36 that God has a plan and a will for human beings, including for the life of Jesus himself. The image of God that we gain by looking through Jesus’ eyes is of a powerful, all-knowing God who is compassionate and working for the salvation of humankind. Matthew 11:25-27 par. suggests that the way to come to know the Father, indeed know him intimately, is through listening to and learning what Jesus reveals to his disciples about God. Jesus is portrayed in this saying as the one who mediates the saving knowledge of God. Especially striking is that Jesus is portrayed not as the recipient of the promises of God to his people that he will make himself known, but rather the bestower of this knowledge. Matthew 7:9-11 par. only reinforces that God cares deeply about his children and provides for them.

Consider also the portrait of the Father painted in the parable of the vineyard in Mark 12:1-12. The Father is seen as the absentee owner of the vineyard (i.e., God’s people), who sends various emissaries (such as prophets) to lay claim to the vineyard. The very last of these emissaries is his one and only Son, the heir of the vineyard. One should ask, “What sort of person sees himself as the heir of God and the inheritor of God’s people?” The issue becomes the inappropriate response of the vineyard workers to all of God’s messengers, especially the last one. Implied in this parable is Jesus’ unique relationship with the Father, seeing himself as God’s only Son and heir, as well as his last emissary.

It is not too much to say that Jesus’ intimate relationship with Abba and the things that he realized about himself as a result of that relationship set him apart from other early Jews, even the messianic pretenders, in important ways. The term Abba sets us on the right track for understanding both the nature of Jesus’ intimacy with God the Father and the unique role that he saw himself playing on earth as God’s special Son and final or eschatological emissary to God’s people. Elizabeth Johnson has summed up things well:

From the way Jesus talked about God and enacted the reign of God, it is obvious that he had a special and original experience of God as intimate, close, and tremendously compassionate over human suffering and sin. Out of that experience Jesus surfaced a name for God, namely Abba. . . . Jesus’ own personal experience of God as close and compassionate led him to name God his very intimate way, Abba. The name evokes the power of a very close relationship between Jesus and the One he names this way. Furthermore, Jesus teaches others to call God Abba, encouraging them to trust God the way little children trust a good parent to take care of them, be compassionate over their weakness, and stand guard against those who would harm them. Jesus’ Abba experience is at the heart of the matter, the dynamism behind his preaching the reign of God and his typical way of acting. God, Abba was the passion of his life.58





Jesus as the Son of Man

There are very few things that almost all New Testament scholars agree on, but on that short list is that Jesus used the expression “son of man,” and the vast majority of scholars agree that he used it as a form of self-reference. But what an odd form of self-reference it is. How many people do we know today that regularly talk about themselves in the third person? Yet we regularly find Jesus muttering things such as “The Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.” We have heard about the royal “we” of monarchs such as Queen Elizabeth, but Jesus’ words are not even a form of first-person self-reference. It is in the third person. Because of the frequency and importance of this language on the lips of Jesus in all four canonical Gospels, we need to consider this phenomenon very closely, as I am utterly convinced that it provides one of the most crucial clues to how Jesus viewed himself.

Perhaps the place to start this discussion is by dealing with the nature of Jesus’ culture. Although the term collectivist culture may go too far, and the term dyadic personality may be too modern, it is broadly true that identity was formed in antiquity in some different ways than it is formed today. Today we place the “accent on the individual,” at least in Western culture, and then try to “build” community. But in Jesus’ world, it was just the opposite. The accent was always placed on the group identity—the clan, the tribe, the people, the ethnic and religious group. The dominant paradigm was group identity, and individual identity was formed in relationship to what group one was a part of or connected to. Attention also has to be paid to the “three Gs”: gender, generation, and geography. Identity was thought to be largely determined by what sex you were, who your parents (especially your father) were, and where exactly you came from.

Ancient writers and cultures were largely innocent of modern notions about developmental personality. Individual personality, if it was discussed at all, was seen as something that you were born with and stuck with. It did not change or develop over time; it was simply revealed over time. This explains in part why so many ancients were profoundly skeptical about the notion of conversion, the notion of a leopard changing its spots or of an old dog learning new dog-matic tricks. To stand out from the crowd, to be an individual, was often seen as abnormal, undesirable.

In such a collectivist culture it is not surprising, then, that discussion about almost anyone and anything, even including God, was about relationships. It is striking, although too few have made much of it, that all the christological titles applied to Jesus in the New Testament are relational in force and character. Jesus is Son in relationship to God, or son in relationship to humankind, or son in relationship to Israel’s King David. He is the Messiah, the anointed one of God. He is the Savior of the world. He is the Lord over all, particularly over his own servants. All this is relational language, reflecting the interdependencies of relationships. Not surprisingly, the primary thing is not about ontology, or who someone is in and of himself or all by himself; rather, the primary thing is who someone is in relationship to others. This makes the New Testament difficult to unpack in late Western individualistic cultures because we want to know “who Jesus was,” whereas Jesus’ culture was more interested in “whose he was”—whom did he belong to, whom did he represent, what group was he the advocate for? And here already we have a clue as to why Jesus went around calling himself “the Son of Man” in public. He wanted to establish as clearly as he could that he was a representative figure in relationship to humanity. I will say more on this in a moment.

The Aramaic expression bar ʾĕnāš appears to be the way Jesus spoke of himself in public. In the Book of the Similitudes in 1 Enoch, mostly written sometime in the first century B.C., we already have a depiction of a “son of man” tasked with the responsibility to judge the world (see, e.g., 1 En. 62–63; cf. Mt 25:31-46). In this same literature the demonstrative pronoun that is used in front of the phrase in question, thus distinguishing a particular person as “that son of man”; in this case it appears to be Enoch himself. The term, then, is used in that corpus of early Jewish literature to refer not to humanity in general but rather to a particular human being, albeit one who was exalted into heaven before his death. The Enoch literature, however, is a form of Jewish apocalyptic literature involving the recounting of the otherworldly journey of Enoch in the service of establishing that he is the eschatological figure who will come to judge the earth. And as such, of course, this Enochian material is in fact a development of what we find in Daniel 7. It appears to me likely that Jesus as well, like the author of the Book of the Similitudes in 1 Enoch, is drawing on the material in Daniel 7 in his use of the expression “son of man.”

Some scholars, such as Geza Vermes,59 have suggested that the expression “son of man” on Jesus’ lips is simply a circumlocution for “I,” but we have no examples of bar ʾĕnāš or bar ʾĕnôš in earlier Jewish literature used in this way. What we do find is a use of this expression to refer to human beings in general or in an indefinite sense of “someone” (see 1QapGen ar XXI, 13; 11Q10 IX, 9; XXVI, 3). Thus far what we have discovered is that this expression could have a titular sense, as in 1 Enoch, or it could have a generic or indefinite sense. It was not, however, at least in Jesus’ usage, simply equivalent to the Hebrew expression ben ʾādām, “son of Adam,” which we find used in the vocative in Ezekiel when God addresses the prophet Ezekiel. Clearly enough, the writers of the Gospels, by translating the Aramaic expression with the Greek ho huios tou anthrōpou and always predicating this phrase of Jesus, indeed always placing it on his own lips (with very few possible exceptions [see Acts 7:56]), make clear that they understood the phrase in a titular sense, not a merely generic or indefinite one. But this drives us to a brief discussion of Daniel 7.

Very few scholars would debate that at least some of the “Son of Man” sayings found on Jesus’ lips in the Gospels allude to Daniel 7 as a backdrop (see, e.g., Mk 13:26; 14:62). Thus there is good reason to think that Jesus himself thought of that expression in the context of what is said in Daniel 7. But of course there is scholarly debate about the shadowy figure of the “one like a son of man” in Daniel 7. Is he a pure symbol for Israel, or at least faithful Israel, or is he an angel of some sort, like Michael, or is he a royal representative of Israel, without merely being a cipher or symbol of Israel? These are the options usually debated among scholars. In favor of the angel interpretation is said to be the fact of Gabriel in Daniel having a human appearance and voice (Dan 8:15-16; 9:21) and “being like the appearance of the sons of humanity” (Dan 10:16). He is even described as a “man” (Dan 9:21; cf. 10:5; 12:6-7). And apparently in favor of this interpretation is that in Daniel 7 the phrase in question is “one like a son of man [kĕbar ʾĕnāš ]” (Dan 7:13). We can note the parallel here in Revelation 1:13. Finally, angels are sometimes called “holy ones.”

Nevertheless, human beings are also regularly called “holy ones” in early Jewish literature (e.g., Ps 34:9; Wis 18:9; 1 Macc 1:46), and more importantly, Daniel 7:27 says clearly enough that the dominion will be given to God’s people, not to God’s angels. How, exactly, in any case would it comfort the audience of Daniel if a kingdom was given to angels forever rather than to Israel under persecution and exile (see Dan 7:18, 22, 27)? It also makes little sense to talk about the “horn” (i.e., pagan ruler) making war against the angels and devastating them by changing the feast days.

If we consider the progression of the revelations and the rhetoric in Daniel leading up to Daniel 7 in Daniel 2–7, what we have been told about is a series of beastly empires with beastly rulers, which are to be superseded by a human and humane emperor and empire. The evil empires “strike out,” and they are replaced by a humane one with a truly human figure as the ruler. In the discussion of all those earlier empires there has been a toggling between reference to the empire and reference to its leader or leaders (using the symbol of the horn of power). And in fact at Daniel 7:17 it is said straightforwardly that the four beasts represent four kings, with the king being representative of his kingdom, to which we may compare Daniel 8:21, where the he-goat is identified as the king of Greece (probably Alexander the Great). Considering the collectivist mentality of the ancient world, king and kingdom would not be radically distinguished anyway. The king embodied his kingdom and represented it, and he was the outward and visible face of his subjects or people.

It makes little sense to talk about giving a purely symbolic dominion and glory, as Daniel 7 says happens to the one like a son of man. The experiences referred to in Daniel 7:13-14 surely are not purely symbolic in character. In fact, the concept being conveyed here is of a representative figure who apparently has gone through the suffering with Israel and who will receive a dominion on their behalf. It is no accident that a human figure subject to suffering is portrayed here as ultimately triumphing, for that had been the experience of Israel in exile and even thereafter.

This leads us to the conclusion that Daniel 7 is indeed referring to an individual, a representative of humanity and of God’s people more particularly. This individual is given kingship and glory and is said to rule over the nations as well as his own servants. What Barnabas Lindars says about the figure in Enoch is apt enough here as well: “He must be seen as a representative figure, embodying the expectations of the Jews that their righteousness before God will be vindicated, their enemies will be liquidated, and they will reign with God. . . . It would be a mistake to suggest that he is in some way a corporate figure, i.e., identical with the faithful Jews. But he represents their aspirations and expectations, and so is the head of them as a group.”60

What we have found in Daniel 7, then, is something quite remarkable, and just how remarkable becomes apparent when we note that, in the entire Old Testament, only in Daniel 7 do we find the concepts “son of man” and “dominion given by God” used together. These are in fact the two phrases most constantly found on the lips of the historical Jesus, according to the Synoptic Gospels. Clearly enough, in Daniel 7 the “son of man” figure is a royal or messianic figure, one who will rule. Clearly enough, we find in the Book of the Similitudes in 1 Enoch a messianic interpretation of this figure as well. Thus there is no reason at all that Jesus could not have specifically chosen this very phrase to indicate his messianic self-understanding and his royal intentions. I am suggesting, following many before me, that Jesus saw it as his vocation to fulfill what Daniel spoke of in Daniel 7.61 Because “son of man” does not seem to have been a current title in early Judaism, Jesus was free to fill it with his content while echoing and alluding to Daniel 7. The meaning of the phrase on Jesus’ lips would be enigmatic, not self-evident but full of potential meaning.

But there is one more astonishing quality to the vision in Daniel 7 that rarely gets sufficient comment. The scene in Daniel 7:9-14 occurs in a throne room. The issue involves where it takes place. In view of all the Yom Yahweh (Day of the Lord) traditions, where God descends and renders judgment and justice on the earth, it makes good sense to see this throne scene as transpiring on earth, not in heaven. This especially makes good sense in view of the fact that the reign will be over peoples and nations on the earth and worship will take place in the presence of God and the Son of Man on the earth. Notice that from the beginning in Daniel 7:9 there is a reference to “thrones,” plural. The Ancient of Days (Yahweh) takes his seat, but he is seated on a throne chariot with wheels and fire all around (cf. Ezek 1). He is attended by his angels who make up his heavenly court, and they too are seated, and the books of life and death, judgment and salvation, are opened, and the earthly beast and horn are destroyed and thrown into the fire.

It is only at this juncture in the vision that we hear of the “one like a son of man.” He is said to be coming “with the clouds of heaven.” I suggest that we are talking about a descent from heaven rather than an ascent to heaven, and clearly enough this is how Mark 14:62 interprets the phrase in question. This means that the Son of Man comes from heaven in the first place. He comes into the very presence of the Ancient of Days—something that no mere mortal, according to Old Testament theology, could do and yet live. He comes on the clouds, which in the Old Testament only deities such as Yahweh or Baal are said to do. Then we are told that he is given authority, glory, sovereign power, all that was needed to rule, and in addition that that all peoples of all nations and language groups worshiped him. Then we hear the promise “His dominion will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.” Notice both the similarity and the difference between this promise and the one in 2 Samuel 7:16: “Your house and your kingdom shall endure forever before me; your throne will be established forever.” It is not David personally who will rule forever, but rather his house, and of course nothing is said about the nations worshiping David or his descendants. That would be a violation of monotheism. But the Son of Man apparently is to rule personally forever (no mention is made of his descendants or “house”), and definitely he is to be worshiped by all on the earth.

Do we, then, have a violation of monotheism in Daniel 7:14? I think not. I think that the “son of man” figure is viewed already in Daniel 7 as coming from heaven and being divine and thus worthy of worship, without being simply identified with the Ancient of Days or with his angelic court, for that matter. Here we have already a human and more-than-human figure who will rule in a forever kingdom and be worshiped by all. What kind of person could this be? He is not, to be sure, an ordinary messianic figure viewed as purely human. After all, ordinary human kings do not step down the stair steps of heaven in order to join God on earth for the final judgment—the day of wrath and redemption. Nor in Jewish theology are merely mortal kings to be worshiped. I maintain that Daniel 7:9-14 is a text already pushing the very boundaries of Jewish monotheism outward. The king here comes from heaven, is bestowed with all divine authority and power, and is worshiped on earth. Of course, this is an apocalyptic vision, highly imagaic and analogical in character. Most scholars will argue that it must not be pressed too far. Nevertheless, it is suggestive, and what is even more suggestive is that Jesus chose the language of this vision to describe both himself and his ministry or mission, which had to do with the dominion of God. In the light of this discussion, we do well to consider a few “Son of Man” sayings in the Gospels.

Let us start with one of the earliest references to Jesus as the Son of Man in our earliest Gospel, found at Mark 2:10: “so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.” It is possible this remark is meant to be seen as a parenthetical comment by the evangelist, but not necessarily. What is said in Mark 2:10 is striking: the Son of Man has the power to forgive sin. In this very passage there is a protest from some scribes that only God can forgive sin; nonetheless, Jesus has already gone right ahead and pronounced a paralytic man’s sins forgiven. The comment in Mark 2:10 stresses that Jesus has the authority to do this. We are meant to ask, “What sort of person could Jesus be to have both the authority and the power to forgive sins?” The alert reader will hear an echo of Daniel 7:13-14, where the Son of Man was given precisely that sort of authority and power, the sort of power that any monarch in antiquity would believe that he had—the power of judgment and pardon. Already in Mark 1:27 the crowds who witnessed Jesus’ teaching and mighty works were asking where this authority and power came from. The use of the title “son of man” provides the clue: the authority comes from none other than the Ancient of Days.

Our next text to consider is Mark 2:27-28. Of course in part this is a commentary on the function of the Sabbath in the life of human beings and on the relative importance of Sabbath and human beings. The Sabbath was created for the benefit of human beings; human beings were not created to honor the Sabbath. But the final clause of this saying indicates that the Son of Man is lord even over the Sabbath. Could Jesus have made this claim? If indeed he saw his mission and authority grounded in Daniel 7, I do not see why not. And it is interesting as well that in Daniel 7:25 the enemy of God’s people is said to assume the authority to change laws and times. If this is an allusion to Antiochus Epiphanes (which Josephus thought was the case [Ant. 10.276]), then it is in order to point out that Antiochus attempted to place a ban on the observance of the Sabbath. Jesus certainly is not doing that, but he is claiming the royal authority to interpret the Sabbath provisions so that they actually benefit and give “rest” and well-being to human beings.

Luke 9:58 is an important saying that suggests that at some points during the ministry Jesus had nowhere to lay his head. Note that in Daniel 4:15-23 we hear about another kingly figure who is sleeping rough with the beasts of the field, and notice the reference to the birds nesting in Daniel 4:21 in light of Jesus’ comment about birds having nests. In both texts the story is about a royal figure receiving something less than royal treatment.

We have already referenced Mark 13:26; 14:62 (see also Lk 18:8), which portray the Son of Man coming from heaven on the clouds, a rather clear allusion to Daniel 7. What is interesting to me about these sayings is that they imply that the Son of Man is the one who will come to judge the earth, including those currently judging him in Mark 14:62, the high priest and the Sanhedrin. That in itself is telling because previously in Jewish tradition only God is the one to enact the day of judgment.62 Something seems to be implied about the Son of Man’s divine authority and power.

Luke 9:44b is important as a saying of Jesus because it tells us something about how he viewed his demise. In an Aramaic original it would seem to have involved a wordplay: “The Son of Man [bar ʾĕnāš ] will be handed over to the sons of humanity [bĕnê ʾănāšāʾ ].” In view of the controversial nature of Jesus’ ministry, which included not only provocative teaching but also provocative deeds, including healings on the Sabbath and exorcisms, this handing over is no surprise, and no prophetic foresight by Jesus would have been required in order for him to expect an untimely and violent demise. What is notable about this particular saying is that although it is not impossible that the act of Judas in handing Jesus over is alluded to, it is also possible, when we compare texts such as Romans 4:25; 8:31-32, to conjure with the possibility that Jesus is referring to a divine handing over of himself to such persons. It was seen, then, not as an accident or just an inevitable consequence of his rejection by many, but rather as part of the divine plan for Jesus, the Son of Man. The parallel sayings in Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34 should be compared at this point, where we have an extended form of the same kind of saying, only there the “necessity” of Jesus’ suffering many things and being handed over is stressed—a divine necessity (using the term dei).

But why would Jesus think that his heavenly Father was sending him to his premature death? Mark 10:45 attempts to explain this, to some degree. In the Maccabean literature the notion of a human sacrificial death atoning for someone else’s sins is present. Thus we hear Eleazar say in 4 Maccabees 6:27-29, “You know, God, that although I might save myself from fiery torments, I am dying for the law. Be merciful to your people [who broke the law], and be satisfied with our sacrifice for them. Make our blood their cleansing, and receive my life as their ransom [antipsychos]” (cf. 2 Macc 7:37-38). It is apposite to compare also 1QS V, 6; VIII, 3-10; IX, 4, where again we find the notion of the death of the righteous vicariously atoning for the sins of others. The idea was in the air in Jesus’ era, and there is no reason why he might not see his own death in the same light as some of the Maccabean heroes.

What seems to be going on in Mark 10:45 is that Jesus is combining ideas from Isaiah 43:3-4 and possibly also Isaiah 52-53 with the Danielic concept of the Son of Man. In Mark 10:45 the Son of Man is seen as one who came to serve, not be served, even to the point of providing the service of being a lytron anti pollōn. This important phrase refers to the vicarious sacrifice of “one” in the place of the “many.” In other words, the comparison here is between the one who dies and the many who are spared, not between the “many” as distinguished from “all,” as if Jesus saw himself as only dying for some.

If in fact this saying does go back to Jesus, it implies that he saw himself as a righteous person who could offer such a sacrifice for others (see the example of Eleazar above). But there is more. The term lytron refers to a ransom of some sort, and the idea of ransoming life back is familiar enough in the Old Testament (see Ex 21:30; 30:12; Lev 25:51-52; Num 18:15). More specifically, it refers to deliverance by purchase and so describes an act of redeeming other human beings, in this case. One of the important aspects of the concept is equivalent exchange: the sacrifice of this one instead of the sacrifice of the many. This in itself places a very high value on the life of this “one,” this “Son of Man.” The exchange is one life for many lives, then, and it should be stressed that this saying is not suggesting that Jesus died only for “some,” namely, the elect. The point of comparison is between the one (Jesus) and the many (everyone else), not between “many” as opposed to “all.” Jesus’ ministry to the lost sheep of Israel would not be complete without his going to Jerusalem and paying the ultimate price for their redemption. We are not told what they are ransomed or redeemed from—it could be Satan, and certainly it could be sin. What we can say is that this was not the sort of messianic figure whom early Jews were hoping for. The concept of a crucified messiah was as much of an oxymoron to them as a “good Samaritan.” As far as we can tell, before Jesus, early Jews did not read Isaiah 53 to refer to the Messiah.63 Jesus did not merely foresee his coming passion; he understood its importance as part of the attempt to redeem God’s lost people.

It will be good to conclude this brief survey with some remarks about Mark 14:62. We have already noted its indebtedness to Daniel 7, but here we may also note that in the phrase “sitting at the right hand of the Almighty” Jesus probably is drawing on Psalm 110:1, a Davidic text often seen in the New Testament as having messianic implications (see, e.g., Hebrews). It is interesting that in 1 Enoch 45:3; 55:4; 62:5 we find the “son of man” figure in a similar enthroned position. We may also have here an echo of Psalm 80:17: “But let your hand be upon the man of your right hand, the son of man [ben ʾādām] whom you have made strong for yourself.” Here, then, Jesus assumes that he will carry on the mission of the Son of Man even in the future at the final judgment.

One then has to ask, “What sort of person thinks that he will play a role not merely postmortem, but coming back from heaven like Yahweh?” The high priest thought that Jesus was guilty of blasphemy not because he was claiming to be a messianic figure, but rather because he apparently was usurping the final role of God! It is one thing to believe that you are coming back from the dead at the resurrection, but it is an entirely different category of thinking to believe that you are coming back from heaven to judge the world! Jesus is saying, “Watch out, those of you who are judging me now, because one day I will come back from heaven and judge you,” playing out the full story of the Son of Man. How a person reacts to the Son of Man now will determine how he will react to that person at the eschaton. One’s reaction to Jesus is seen as decisive for one’s own destiny.

Even if we only had a very truncated collection of Jesus material limited to the “Son of Man” sayings that we have surveyed in cursory fashion in this section of the study, it becomes quite evident that Jesus saw himself in very exalted categories, truly human and yet also more than human. He saw himself as able to forgive sin, able to rewrite the Sabbath rules, able to die for the sins of others and ransom them, able to come back from heaven, able to inaugurate and rule in God’s dominion, able to sit at God’s right hand—we could go on. I suspect that the “son of man” figure of Daniel 7, perhaps more than any other messianic image, served to shape the way Jesus viewed himself. Of course, he used other terms and titles and ideas from time to time, but never so prevalently or regularly as he used “son of man.”

Can it be an accident that the “son of man” in Daniel 7 is the one clear Old Testament messianic figure who is truly portrayed in both human and superhuman categories, and Jesus chose that image to identify himself in all of his ministry—his life, his death, his return? I think not. I think that Jesus knew exactly what he was doing. He chose a phrase or title that was not already being used with great frequency of messianic figures, though there was some precedent in the Enoch literature. In this way, he could fill the title with his own content and interpretation, defining himself in his own terms. This is the centerpiece of Jesus’ messianic thinking, which helps us to make sense of other material and makes the historical probability of Jesus using other titles greater. And we must always keep steadily in view that, from what we can tell from Acts and the epistolary literature of the New Testament, “son of man” was not a title that was regularly applied to Jesus in early Christianity. The chances of this material being predicated of Jesus without it having a basis in the life of Jesus are slim. And the same can be said of the next category of evidence that we must explore: the presentation of Jesus as God’s Wisdom come in the flesh.





Jesus as the Wisdom of God

We have already noted how the Wisdom personification developed in early Judaism, and also we have seen how Jesus presented himself as some sort of Jewish sage, offering up various forms of wisdom speech in public. But did he also present himself from time to time as Wisdom come in the flesh? Let us consider the evidence. Before we do, we should note that two entire Gospels, Matthew and John, stress that Jesus was a sage and the embodiment of Wisdom. Matthew and John do this in differing ways, with Matthew stressing that Jesus is Immanuel (“God with us”) and the Son of David, one like but greater than Solomon, while John focuses on the preexistent Logos—the word, logic, mind of God—who took on flesh in the person of Jesus and revealed the divine will and character thereafter. I will say more about this when I discuss the theologizing and ethicizing of the Gospel writers, but here I want to stress that the portraits of Jesus as Wisdom amount to more than a few proof texts, though I would not claim that this is the dominant way Jesus is portrayed throughout the Gospel tradition. It is, however, an important and often neglected one.

We have already noted that Jesus was a sage who offered mostly revelatory wisdom to his audiences. This was especially the case with his disciples, and to them he told “the secrets of the dominion” (see Mk 4), one of which had to do with himself. I suspect that the “I am” sayings in the Fourth Gospel are some of these secrets that Jesus revealed in his in-house teaching. (I will say more on this a little later.)

Let us consider for a moment Matthew 8:20 // Luke 9:58. This saying has strong echoes of 1 Enoch 42:2, which speaks of Wisdom looking for a dwelling place among human beings but not finding it and returning to God. Furthermore, we have Sirach 36:26: “So who will trust a man [presumably a sage, since that is the context in this document] who has no nest but lodges wherever night overtakes him?” So, then, when Jesus says that God’s creatures have homes but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head, it becomes clear that he is using Wisdom language and identifying with the plight of Wisdom in this earlier Jewish literature.

Wisdom, of course, was a female personification, and her task, according to Proverbs 8–9, was to call God’s people to follow and be discipled by her and so become wise. Notice also that Jesus uses this same sort of female personification image in Matthew 23:37-39 // Luke 13:34-35 to say to Jerusalem that he would have gathered her people to himself like a hen gathers her chicks, but they would not embrace him. We have already noted the rejection theme in 1 Enoch 42: Wisdom is rejected by her people. This saying by Jesus too, then, suggests that he saw himself as living out the story already told about Wisdom.

Matthew 11:25-27 // Luke 10:21-22 speaks directly about revelation that was hidden from the sages and revealed to little children by the Father, but there is the added fact that all things, all wisdom, have been committed by the Father to the Son, to such a degree that no one knows the Father but the Son and vice versa. This once again is wisdom speech, particularly revelatory wisdom speech, and Jesus is claiming that he is the unique conduit for an understanding of Abba.

In the earlier sapiential literature it was Wisdom who revealed the secrets of God (Prov 8:14-36; Wis 2:13-16; 4:10-15). These sayings are, however, reinforced by the famous “yoke” saying of Jesus in Matthew 11:28-30: “Come unto me . . . for my yoke is easy.” Scholars often have noted the implicit contrast here between Jesus’ yoke, which is easy, and the yoke of the law, which often was considered hard or too demanding. What they less frequently have noticed is that Jesus is echoing Sirach here. Sirach 6:19-30 says of Torah, “Come to her as one who plows and sows. . . . Put your neck into her collar. Bend your shoulder and carry her. . . . Come unto her with all your soul, and keep her ways with all your might. . . . For at last you will find the rest she gives. . . . Then her fetters will become for you a strong defense, and her collar a glorious robe. Her yoke is a golden ornament” (cf. Sir 51:26). We may also compare Sirach 24:19: “Come to me, you who desire me, and eat your fill of my fruits.” The echoes of the material from Sirach would have been obvious to at least some of Jesus’ audience, but now Jesus is replacing the relationship with Torah, which Jesus ben Sira saw as the locus of divine Wisdom on earth, the place where Wisdom dwelled, with himself. He is the locus of Wisdom, the unparalleled repository of divine revelation that can lead to knowledge of Abba.

The whole of Matthew 11 in fact stresses that Jesus is God’s Wisdom come in the flesh, even to the point of being quite explicit. Thus, for example, in Matthew 11:18-19 we have a contrast saying in which John’s ascetical behavior is contrasted with the Son of Man’s willingness to banquet with the bad. About the latter behavior “they” had critiqued Jesus, saying, “Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.” Jesus’ riposte to that remark is “But Wisdom is proved right by her deeds.” Clearly enough, the critique was of Jesus’ deeds in the immediately preceding clause, and so equally clearly Jesus is speaking of himself as Wisdom and his actions, which he deems righteous and right as he tries to redeem Israel.

Few scholars would dispute that Jesus commissioned his disciples to go forth two by two and share the good news that he had been preaching. Matthew 10:11-20 par. makes this apparent. What is less often noticed in this context is Luke 11:49, which says “The Wisdom of God says, ‘I will send them prophets and apostles, some of whom they will kill and persecute.’”

Although it is possible that God is called “Wisdom” here, it is unlikely because of both the reference to the apostles and the use of the future-tense verb (“I will send”), especially when we also consider Mark 13:9-13 and what Jesus says there. Furthermore, this saying is found on the lips of the Lukan Jesus, which is all the more telling because Luke, unlike Matthew and John, does not have a particular concern to portray Jesus as Wisdom.

One of the ways we decide if a hypothesis is strong is by testing its explanatory power. The thesis that Jesus presented himself as God’s Wisdom come in the flesh explains a lot of data. For one thing, it helps explain the use of the “Abba” language because it is especially in the earlier Wisdom literature in particular that God is more frequently called “Father” (see Sir 23:1-4; 51:10; Wis 14:3; cf. 3 Macc 6:3-8). It also explains the use of “dominion” language coupled with Wisdom speech—something found rather exclusively in places such as Wisdom of Solomon 10:10. A further theme especially emphasized in Matthew’s Gospel is that Jesus is the Son of David. But if we ask who was the Son of David par excellence, the answer, of course, is Solomon. What is revealing is that by Jesus’ day, Solomon was seen as one whom God gave the wisdom to work cures that no one else could work, including exorcisms (see 11Q11; Josephus, Ant. 8.45). But now Jesus was doing these things and suggesting that “something greater than Solomon is here” (Mt 12:42).

We must keep steadily in view that the Jewish apocalyptic and wisdom traditions had in fact cross-fertilized well before the time of Jesus. We see this already in Daniel, who is both a sage and an apocalyptic visionary, and we see it even more emphatically in the Book of the Similitudes in 1 Enoch. It is no accident that these two sources, coupled with other wisdom sources, seem to provide unique insight into Jesus’ self-understanding and self-presentation.

In fact, as I have shown elsewhere, Jesus’ teaching often sounds like a counterorder version of the wisdom of Sirach (cf., e.g., Sir 11:18-19 with Lk 12:13-21; Sir 24:9; 6:19-31 with Mt 11:29-30; Sir 23:9 with Mt 5:34; Sir 32:1 with Lk 22:26-27; Sir 36:26 with Lk 9:58).64 It begins to become clear that the historical Jesus did not speak into a vacuum; rather, he spoke in a context where the confluence of wisdom and apocalyptic was common, and he chose to present himself in such a way that he could be seen as the apocalyptic Son of Man who was at the same time the Wisdom of God come in the flesh. These ideas taken together explain both the form and the substance of much of Jesus’ teachings, and this also explains why two very different evangelists, Matthew and John, thought it “wise” to portray Jesus as God’s apocalyptic Wisdom come in the flesh. It also explains why, early on, we have christological hymns (see, e.g., Jn 1; Phil 2:5-11; Col 1) in which Jesus is praised as God’s Wisdom come down from heaven. I will say more about these things in due course.




Jesus as Lord, Christ, Son of God

Up to this juncture, I have deliberately not focused on the titles and terms most commonly predicated of Jesus after his lifetime: “Son of God,” “Christ,” and “Lord.” The term Lord in its full and divine sense does not seem to have been used by Jesus or predicated of Jesus during his lifetime. The Aramaic marē was a term often used in a mundane sense to mean “my master” or “my teacher” and was roughly equivalent to rabbi/rabbouni in Hebrew and didaskale and kyrie in the vocative in Greek. It was a term of respect used of notable persons such as sages, prophets, teachers, scribes, and kyrios was of course also used of masters of slaves as well. Thus in Mark 7:28 kyrios likely means no more than “respected sir,” or again in Luke 6:46 it is used as a form of respectful address without any implications of divinity. Notice how Luke is careful not to call Jesus “the Lord” in discourse that he reports happened during the lifetime of Jesus, but in his narrative framework he uses ho kyrios in that more pregnant sense (Lk 7:13; 10:1). Mark 11:3 should not be seen as an exception to this rule. There, Jesus is simply saying, “Tell them that the master has need of it.”65 This brings us to Mark 12:35-37.

Mark 12:35-37 par. presents us with an example of Jesus engaging in exegetical debate with others about the meaning of Old Testament texts and if they could be taken in a messianic sense. Note that Jesus does not say clearly that the text is speaking about him and his ministry, though this may be implied. Some scholars have seen in this text a critique of some traditions about the Davidic messiah. Is Jesus saying that it is not so important that the Messiah be the son of David, but rather crucial that he be David’s lord? This is possible, but like the typical sage, Jesus is attempting to tease the mind of the audience into active thought about the meaning of the text without clearly disclosing that meaning. It will be noted then that the term kyrios probably is used here in two senses. In its original context “The Lord said to my lord” was taken to indicate God speaking to David, and the voice speaking likely would have been the priest speaking to the king at his coronation.

But there was already in Jesus’ day a tradition of citing Psalm 110:1 messianically and eschatologically at Qumran (11Q13). Jesus turns the discussion into a riddle: how, then, can David’s lord be David’s son? In the new reading of Psalm 110:1 the Lord would still be God, but “my lord” would be the Messiah, who is lord even over David and who may here be thought of as preexistent before the time of David. I suggest that Jesus is repudiating here the idea that the Messiah would be a merely mundane or human figure who was simply a descendent of David. It is best to suggest that Jesus is repudiating the adequacy of assessing the Messiah on the basis of his Davidic pedigree.66 Thus, while “lord” may be used in some exalted sense here, Jesus does not directly apply the material to himself, though this may be implied.

The upshot of all this is that Jesus is not clearly and directly called “Lord” during his ministry, and now we can offer two other good reasons why. First, Jesus is operating in a Jewish monotheistic milieu where any such use of kyrios, like the use of theos, would always connote Yahweh to a Jew, not the Messiah. Jesus did not run around Galilee and Judea saying, “I am God and the Lord,” for the very good reason that such talk would be taken to mean not “I am the Son of God” but rather “I am Yahweh.” Thus Jesus had to find other ways to reveal his identity, particularly his more-than-human identity without appearing to violate early Jewish monotheism, which was something that no faithful Jew would accept. Second, the early church used the term kyrios of Jesus to refer to his being “the risen Lord,” a role that he assumed at and after Easter. In fact, the earliest christological confession seems to have been “Jesus is the risen Lord,” just as one of the earliest Christian prayers was to the risen Lord to come back from heaven (marana tha [1 Cor 16:22b]).67 Thus, the historical evidence as we have it points away from Jesus directly calling himself, or being called, kyrios during his lifetime. What about the titles “Christ” and “Son of God”?

Notice that in the Markan text that we just examined (Mk 12:35-37) the title “Christ” does come up. But once again Jesus does not apply it directly to himself, although I do think that the identification is implied. But remember that Jesus is in a public setting here, and he knew perfectly well that the term māšȋaḥ was a loaded one in such a setting, conjuring up many images and ideas, not the least of which was a warrior-messiah who he did not intend to be. It seems to me that Jesus being the Christ is something that the historical Jesus likely spoke of mostly, if not exclusively, within the circle of his own followers up to the time of his trial, and even then he qualified the terms by referring immediately thereafter to his being the Son of Man. Let us consider some examples.

Mark 8:27-30 is a revealing story indeed, and it comes at the first great climax of the Markan narrative, where someone finally confesses Jesus in terms that the beginning of the Gospel (Mk 1:1) had already suggested were appropriate. Thus we should spend some time on this crucial story to unpack it in some detail. The story begins by telling us that Jesus and his band of followers left Galilee and went north to the territory of Herod Philip, the brother of Herod Antipas who ruled Galilee. His new capital city was Caesarea Philippi, which was north by northwest of the Sea of Galilee. The city had been a Greek city called Panyas or Banyas, named after the Greek god Pan. But in order to curry favor with the Roman emperor, Herod Philip renamed the city after Caesar and after himself as well, hence Caesarea Philippi. We need to know two things about this city: (1) it hosted numerous statues of gods and indeed of emperors who called themselves sons of the divine Julius Caesar, or the divine Augustus, part of the emperor cult; (2) it contained an entrance into an underground stream in this city, a stream that was thought to lead down into the river Styx, which led down into the land of the dead, Hades.

One has to ask, “Why in the world did Jesus pick this locale to have a discussion about his identity with the core of his disciples?” There are two reasons, one negative and one positive. The negative reason is that in this town he was in little danger of being accused of being a Zealot or Jewish messianic pretender; it was very much a Greco-Roman or Hellenistic town. Since Jewish messianic expectations were high, whenever Jesus was in Galilee, he had to be cautious about what he said about himself. But there is also a positive reason why he chose this locale. Here the implication of this story has greater resonance: Jesus would be implying that he was God’s only begotten son, and Caesar was not. Or as N. T. Wright likes to say, Caesar is the parody of which Jesus was the reality—a God in human form walking on the earth. Thus the setting of this story is crucial.

We noted earlier that Jesus lived in a world of collectivistic cultures, by which I mean that there was no accent on, or encouragement to be, an individual or to stand out from the crowd.68 Rather, it was believed that gender, generation, and geography determined one’s identity. What is your gender? Where do you come from? Who are your parents? What is your tribe or ethnic group? These things were viewed as essential and formative of human personality in that era. You were defined not by how you stood out from the crowd but rather by what crowd you hung out with. It was also believed that personality did not develop over time—you were born with it and stuck with it. Jesus’ culture was devoid of modern theories that explain human personality on the basis of sexuality or sexual experiences or early childhood traumas and development.

And so when Jesus beguilingly asks his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” this is not because he was taking the ancient equivalent of a Gallup poll, nor was he implying that he had doubts about himself. Rather, he was simply acting like an ancient person, whose identity is chiefly formed by what others say or think. Perhaps also he was setting up his disciples so that they would have to reveal their own thoughts. Notice that it is only after Jesus hears the heavenly voice at his baptism say, “You are my beloved Son,” that he then embarks on his ministry (on which, see below). His identity is given and confirmed to him by sources outside himself.

The disciples, unfortunately, do not understand at all what Jesus is about or who he really is. One can picture them walking around Galilee with quizzical looks or blank stares with some regularity. But here, in a foreign capital city, there is a moment of clarity on the part of Peter. The report is given that some people think that Jesus is a prophet, perhaps a famous one—the eschatological appearance of Elijah or even John the Baptizer come back from the dead (the sequel)—but notice that no one is coming up with the idea that Jesus is the Son of God or the Messiah. Peter, however, blurts out this very claim when Jesus asks, “But who do you say that I am?”

Peter, speaking, as he so often did, for the Twelve, replies that Jesus is the Christ. This acclamation seems to come out of the blue, given that earlier in Mark, even when Jesus calms the storm on Galilee lake, the disciples are left scratching their heads and asking, “Who then is this that even wind and wave obey him?”

Peter goes to the head of the class, giving the right and crucial answer about the identity of Jesus, though clearly the term needed further definition. Matthew’s Gospel provides a value-added version of this same story (Mt 16:13-20). We are told there that Jesus said, “Blessed are you, Simon bar Jonah, for flesh and blood have not revealed this unto you.” In other words, Peter had received a late word from God, a revelation, a divinely inspired “Aha!” moment about the identity of Jesus. This truth could not be deduced by simple logical thinking; it had to be revealed by God directly. But then comes the even more remarkable and interesting bit about this story. Jesus says, “You are Cephas/Peter. On this rock/shelf of rocks I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.”

This is remarkable on two counts. First, Jesus said this while standing next to what local tradition said was one of the portals to Hades, the land of the dead. Talk about a sense of the dramatic moment! Second, this place was Rock City, a city carved out of the side of mountain. Jesus was suggesting that his community would not be built out of igneous matter, but rather on the softer and more malleable material of human beings—people such as Peter, who could be rocky in both senses of the metaphor: solid as a rock and then rocky as in unstable. And furthermore, Jesus accepted this acclamation while standing in the midst of city dotted with various prominent idols, including statues of the emperor. Jesus likely is implying, “I, and not any of these others, am the true Christ, the true Son of God.”

This story, then, is not about Jesus having an identity crisis or suddenly discovering who he was and what other people thought about him. He already knew these things. Rather, this is a story about the chief disciple suddenly finding out and figuring out who Jesus truly was. And this is precisely the perennial question that the Christian gospel addresses to each and every one of us, whoever we may be. And here we must note something else that is remarkable.69 When Peter acknowledges who Jesus is, Jesus turns around and tells him who he is and will be. He will be a great leader of Jesus’ disciples, and Jesus gives him a new name: “Peter,” the “Rock” (as recorded in Mt 16:18). What Mark seems to be suggesting to his own audience is that until you know who Jesus is, you will not know who you yourself are. You cannot know who you are until you know whose you are, to whom you belong, namely, to the Christ.

The so-called Johannine version of this confession by Peter has him confessing that Jesus is the “Holy One of God” (Jn 6:69), which was another early Jewish way of referring to the Messiah. Note that the one major discussion in the Fourth Gospel about Jesus being the Messiah comes after that confession, in John 7:25-41. What this material suggests is that Jesus’ words and deeds, perhaps particularly his miracles, prompted the raising of the question of whether Jesus might be the Messiah. Notice that the people of Jerusalem ask if the authorities had concluded that Jesus was the Messiah. They further ask whether the Messiah, when he comes, will do more miracles than Jesus has done, and on the last day of the festival in Jerusalem some are prompted to say, after Jesus has taught in the temple courts, “He is the Messiah,” but others object, asking how the Messiah can come from Galilee, given the Scriptures about him coming from Bethlehem and being of the line of David. What is most revealing in this whole discussion is that nowhere does Jesus proclaim himself as the Messiah. Rather, he speaks in larger terms about being the Wisdom of God. The business about the hungry and thirsty coming to him for food and drink is a direct echo of Proverbs 9:1-6, where Wisdom invites the simple to dinner.

Furthermore, what Jesus talks about in John 7:28-29 and elsewhere is the fact that what matters most is not whether he came from Bethlehem, but rather that he came from the mind and heart and presence of God and will return to God. This, of course, is a major theological theme in the Fourth Gospel, where God’s Son is presented as the only begotten, who preexisted and came from God. My point is that what we have in John is simply the making explicit of what was implicit in the Synoptics. Unlike Mark’s Gospel, John’s Gospel has no messianic secret, in part because John’s Gospel is intended as a tool for evangelism. But as we have noted, Jesus’ indebtedness to Daniel 7 as well as the Wisdom material that we do find in the Synoptics made it quite natural and understandable that Matthew and John would highlight and emphasize these things in their own christological presentations. Even so, Jesus quite strikingly avoids calling himself “messiah” here in John 7 and instead sticks to the sort of Wisdom language that we already saw him using in Matthew 11.

We are well familiar with the moment of truth and confrontation at the hearing or trial of Jesus before the Sanhedrin when the high priest asks Jesus, point blank, if he is the Messiah. Jesus’ response is positive, but notice that just as in Mark 8:31 Jesus qualifies the affirmation by talking about himself as the Son of Man, so also here in Mark 14:62 he does the very same thing. It seems perfectly clear that Jesus preferred the “Son of Man” language and “Wisdom” language to reveal his identity and relationship with God. He did not prefer the traditional messianic language, not because he saw that as too exalted a category to use of himself, but precisely because the terms were too connected with preconceived ideas in his milieu, and he wanted both to define himself on his own terms and to define himself in more exalted terms than just “messiah.” In other words, William Wrede’s contention that the “messianic secret” motif in Mark (the motif that has Jesus silencing those who proclaim him to be the Messiah or some exalted figure) was imposed by Mark on the narrative to cover up the fact that the historical Jesus was, and presented himself as, less than a messianic figure is an argument in precisely the wrong direction. Instead, Jesus saw himself as more and other than various traditional understandings of the Messiah, not less.

It is important to note from a historical point of view that Jesus was not crucified under the titles māšȋaḥ, christos, christus. Those titles were not inscribed on the titulus on the cross (Mk 15:26). Instead, more clearly political terms were used, melek, basileus, rex (see Jn 19:19-20), for the very good reason that Pilate would not crucify a mere messianic pretender who did not seem to have political intentions. There needed to be a viable charge of sedition or treason involved. Thus, although Jesus’ discussion with the Sanhedrin centered on the more religious, messianic terms, it appears that they presented their case to Pilate as indicating that Jesus was a usurper, one who claimed to be king of the Jews. Notice how in Mark 15:32 the terms messiah and king could be spoken of together and in the same breath, but to a Roman only king was a term that carried full political implications.

Either way, however, the crucifixion of Jesus makes apparent that he did not merely claim to be just another teacher or prophet or sage, nor was he viewed this way by either the Jewish or the Roman authorities. He was claiming much more, and it was politically dangerous. What makes this all the more revealing is that Jesus’ ethics, to which we will turn next, ranked him with the peace party in early Judaism, though not with the appeasers. He had no intention or interest to ride into Jerusalem on a war charger and fire up the Zealots so that Roman rule might be toppled and Jews regain their dominion. Rather, he saw the dominion of God irrupting in a different way, bringing redemption and salvation and healing and good news to all, including the least, last, and lost, without violence or killing. But before turning to Jesus’ ethics, we must explore something about Jesus as God’s Son. We have already seen the famous saying in Matthew 11:27, where even in the Synoptic tradition Jesus viewed himself as God’s special Son, something that is much amplified in the Fourth Gospel. But where did this idea come from, and when did Jesus begin to view himself in this light?

It is too often overlooked that according to all three Synoptic accounts, Jesus’ ministry began with two visions, one at baptism and one in the wilderness, both of which confirmed that Jesus was to see himself as God’s Son in a special sense, and the latter of which made evident what sort of Son of God Jesus would not try to be. Mark 1:9-11 is very clearly the presentation of an apocalyptic revelation from above, much like those recorded as having been received by John of Patmos in the book of Revelation. Jesus is baptized by John, and when he is coming up out of the water, the heavens are rent asunder, the Spirit descends upon Jesus, and he hears a voice speaking directly and only to him saying, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.” Jesus’ experience is much like that of John recorded in the introductions in Revelation 1 and Revelation 4, where John must first be “in the Spirit” before he hears and sees things in his visions. The voice that Jesus hears is in part quoting Psalm 2:7, a coronation ode for a king, combined with Isaiah 42:1, which is covenant language. It is hardly likely to be a coincidence that it is only after Jesus’ trial by water and then trial by fire in the wilderness that he begins his ministry. His identity had been clarified for him in these two events, and thus the ministry could begin.70

A “beloved Son” is just a cipher for an only or special or a unique Son (cf. the story of Abraham and Isaac), and so from the outset of the ministry Jesus knew that he was not just another of the sons of God called “Israel.” As God’s special Son, Jesus received not only a full measure of God’s Spirit, which came and dwelt permanently on or in him, thus equipping him for ministry, but also God’s special blessing and favor. His conduct did and would please God. Tellingly, in later Christian exegesis of this text (see Origen, Against Celsus 2.72) this was seen as a trinitarian story: the Father bore witness to the Son, the Son received witness, and the Spirit confirmed the witness to Jesus. Could it be that this scene is what led to the use of trinitarian formula for Christian baptism in Matthew 28:19? It is possible.

But the close encounter in the wilderness with Satan could be said to be the dark counterpart to the baptismal story. As Mark tells it, it is the Holy Spirit who thrusts Jesus out into the wilderness to be tested by the devil. The story is only hinted at in our earliest Gospel, Mark, but we get the full story in Matthew 4 and Luke 4, to which we now turn. I stress once more that we are dealing with an apocalyptic vision, which, as we have noted, Jesus seems to have had from time to time. We know this in the case of the story in Matthew 4 // Luke 4, not least because the entire event transpires in the wilderness, but Satan is said to show Jesus the whole world and indeed in the Spirit (which is to say in a vision) to transport him to the temple in order to tempt him to jump.71 We must presume that if this story has a historical core, which I assume it does, then this was an experience, like that at baptism, that Jesus shared at some point with his disciples during their private sessions together.

It is a telling fact that the only two places in the Gospels where Jesus is directly said to have been tempted are at the beginning of his ministry (after his baptism) and at the end of his ministry (in Gethsemane). Thus, the temptations frame the account of the ministry. But what sort of temptations do we have here? Clearly, they are not the sort of normal or mundane temptations faced by ordinary folk. Here the temptation has to do directly with Jesus being the royal Son of God, a figure imbued with power by the Holy Spirit. Each temptation from Satan begins, “If you are the Son of God. . . .”It cannot be said that we have here a picture of Jesus as merely an Adam figure. It is not as Son of Adam or Son of Man that he is tempted; it is as Son of God. Some scholars have suggested that Jesus is being presented as being like Israel, tempted in the wilderness, except that Israel failed the test (Deut 8:2-4). There is surely something to this suggestion in view not only of the locale of these temptations but also of their duration: forty days, like the forty years of trial of Israel in the wilderness. This sheds light on why it is that all of Jesus’ responses come from Deuteronomy, for it is in Deuteronomy 6-8 that God put a test before Israel in the wilderness. Here, then, Jesus is depicted as understanding both the means and the meaning of Israel’s obedience in a way his forebears did not. Jesus appears to be in the same region where Israel was preparing to enter the promised land (Deut 6:10-15). Yet, although all these echoes are present in Matthew 4 // Luke 4, Jesus is tried as the unique Son of God here, and his temptations likewise are unique.

Jesus is tempted as if he were the royal representative of Israel, not Israel in the flesh. Our author is telling a familiar though distinctive tale about the trials of a particular individual who nevertheless represents others as well as himself. Moses was not the Son of God, and his story is not being retold here with a twist. Rather, this is the story of “a series of unfortunate events” that happened to the Son of God. The story is not suggesting that food or angelic help or Jesus ruling all the kingdoms of the world are bad things; rather, it is the pursuit of these things in a way that violates God’s will and serves Satan’s purposes that is wrong. God’s plan for Jesus was not that he pursue the usual path of power and wealth and the call for divine assistance, for Jesus was to be a particular sort of Son of God. Thus it is notable at the end of the account that Jesus is indeed ministered to or “served” by angels, which may well refer to their feeding him (cf. 1 Kings 18).

The Matthean order of the temptations appears to be original, climaxing with the demand for worship by Satan. Put simply, Jesus is tempted three times to put God to the test. It is not, then, Scripture or its citation that rescues Jesus, for even Satan cites Scripture here, but rather Jesus’ fidelity and obedience to the true meaning and intent and wisdom of God and his Word. Matthew 4:2 indicates that these temptations came at the end of the forty-day period of fasting, when Jesus was indeed weak and starving. This makes good sense in terms of apocalyptic visions, which often come when one has reached one’s human limits and indeed has reached something of a liminal state. If we ask why this temptation comes when it does, perhaps the answer is that now that Jesus has assumed the tasks of the Son of God, he is a threat to Satan’s dominion as ruler of this world. Here, then, we have a standoff, eyeball to eyeball, between the ruler of this world and the ruler whom God intended and Scripture promised for this world.72

Thus, the temptation turns on how Jesus will demonstrate that he is the Son of God. Notice that the first two temptations begin with the conditional clause “If you are the Son of God,” while the third one drops the pretense, and Satan simply demands that the Son worship him. Apparently, Jesus’ confidence that he was the Son could not be shaken, so Satan tries a different approach at the end. Jesus will not engage in gratuitous miracles for self-serving purposes, nor will he give ultimate allegiance to someone who is less than God. Thus what we are dealing with here is not an identity crisis, but rather a task or ministry crisis. How will Jesus carry out his ministry? How will he approach the tasks that God sets before him? The quotations by Jesus come from Deuteronomy 8:3; 6:16; 6:13, and Jesus makes clear at the outset that spiritual food is more important than physical food. The second temptation takes Jesus to the pinnacle of the temple, a locale apparently chosen for maximum effectiveness for demonstrating that one is the Son of God in a miraculous way at the heart of Israel. What is being tested here is divine providence, just as the previous temptation tested divine provision. But what an inappropriate place this is to put God to the test—the very place on earth where God’s presence was most thought to dwell. Jesus’ second response is a quotation from Deuteronomy, and here we probably should not think that the “you” of “you shall not test” is Satan and that the “Lord your God” is Jesus, for it is far more likely that Jesus quotes this to remind himself not to put God to the test.

Lest we think that Satan’s offer of “all the kingdoms of the world” to Jesus is a false one, we may note the many New Testament texts (see, e.g., Lk 4:6; Jn 12:31; 2 Cor 4:4; 1 Jn 5:19) that suggest that early Christians believed that Jesus was intended to be the world’s ruler, a role that Satan was currently usurping. Satan is cleverly trying to get Jesus to submit to his lordship of the world before Jesus has even fired a shot on behalf of the dominion of God on earth. Matthew 4:8 will not be seen as dramatic hyperbole if one recognizes that this is something seen in a vision by Jesus. Jesus dismisses the challenge by insisting that he will worship and serve only God, by which, of course, he means Abba. Jesus has passed the test and is now ready to reveal God’s Wisdom to the world, and he has been confirmed both by the Spirit at baptism and by the Word in the wilderness and has been tested on behalf of both these things.

One more thing of great importance comes out of this story. It is possible to ask why Jesus, if he was the divine Son of God, did not simply say to Satan, “I am divine. I cannot be tempted.” The answer has to do with divine condescension, something about which texts such as Philippians 2:5-11 tell us a great deal. In order for Jesus to be truly and fully human, he had to assume the limitations of time, space, knowledge, and power that we all experience. Notice that I did not say “sin,” since sinning is not an inherent limitation of human beings as they were originally created and intended to be. The Son of God had, so to speak, to put the “omni’s” on hold (omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence, etc.) in order to be fully human, and this is precisely what incarnation looked like according to Philippians 2:5-11. He did not take advantage of his divine prerogatives during his earthly sojourn. Instead, as a true human being, the genuine Son of Man, he drew on and lived by the same divine resources that everyone has access to in this world: the Spirit of God and the Word of God. These are the powers that he used to combat the devil in the wilderness. He performed his miracles by the power of the Spirit, and so his disciples were able to emulate him in this. He resisted temptation by calling upon the Word, and so his disciples were able to emulate him in this. And this brings us next to a crucial point in the discussion of the theologizing and ethicizing of Jesus.

The reason why Jesus was an approachable and imitable example for his followers is that the incarnation was real, full-fledged. Jesus was a person who was, as the author of Hebrews says, tempted as we are in all respects but without sin (Heb 4:15; cf. Heb 2:18). He was also “like” us in respect to all the essential attributes of being human that distinguish us from angels or demons or God. Thus Jesus truly hungered, truly thirsted, truly got tired, and when he said that he did not know something (such as the timing of the second coming [Mk 13:32]), he meant it. Jesus’ greatest temptation was to push the “God button,” to draw on his divine nature in a fashion that obliterated his true humanity. Of course, he could have done this, if we are to believe various New Testament witnesses about his divine nature (see again Phil 2:5-11), but he chose not to in order to be fully and truly human—Adam gone right and founding a whole new race of humans.

Jesus’ life was not a charade. He did not merely appear to be human; he did not merely appear to be tempted, or tired, or hungry, or lacking knowledge. At times, he was all these things and more. And here is the point: in this way, Jesus became not merely approachable; he became imitable for his disciples. Theology and ethics are linked in the person of Jesus because of the incarnation. And this discussion can now turn to the ethics of Jesus with fresh insight. There is a reason why Jesus told his disciples to take up their own crosses and follow him: he believed that with the help of God, they could do so.






BEGINNING WITH JESUS FOR NEW TESTAMENT ETHICS


Two worlds are colliding; amazement prevails. Jesus’ healing and preaching go together in the Gospel accounts, and his preaching is healing of a sort, for it banishes worldly anxiety; it overthrows commonsense and materially verifiable rules that, like the money changers in the temple, dominate the world with their practicality. Jesus declares an inversion of the world’s order, whereby the first shall be last and the last first, the meek shall inherit the earth, the hungry and thirsty shall be satisfied, and the poor in spirit shall possess the Kingdom of Heaven. This Kingdom is the hope and pain of Christianity; it is attained against the grain, through the denial of instinctive and social wisdom and through faith in the unseen. Using natural metaphors as effortlessly as an author quoting his own works, Jesus disclaims Nature and its rules of survival. Nature’s way, obvious and broad, leads to death; this other way is narrow and difficult: “Come in by the narrow gate. . . . ” . . . Christ’s preaching threatens men, the virtuous even more than the wicked, with a radical transformation of values whereby the rich and the pious are damned and harlots and tax collectors are rather more acceptable.73


Richard Hays, in an important study titled The Moral Vision of the New Testament,74 provides a rationale for not dealing with the ethics of Jesus directly, at least in his book. He argues that since, as far as we know, Jesus did not write anything, and certainly Jesus is not the author of any of the New Testament books, one who is studying the ethics of the New Testament can leave that part out, especially because getting at the historical Jesus’ ethics involves conjectural reconstructions of things. This view, however, assumes something that should not be assumed: that the distance between the presentation of Jesus’ ethics (or theology, for that matter) in the four canonical Gospels and what he actually said is probably considerable.

I see no justification for this assumption. In recent studies, both Richard Bauckham and I75 have argued that this old Bultmannian assumption is unlikely in the extreme. All four Gospels ultimately are grounded in eyewitness testimony either directly or indirectly, and there is no great distance chronologically or otherwise between these writers and their source material. It is of course true that each Gospel writer presents Jesus’ teaching in his own way and with some editing, serving the larger agendas of his particular Gospel. Few would dispute this. But it does not follow from this that we are not dealing with faithful testimonies about the teachings of Jesus, well grounded in what the historical Jesus actually said. Once one takes into account a Gospel writer’s larger editorial agendas, one can feel fairly confident about what goes back to Jesus himself, especially when we have traditions recorded in several Gospels that can be compared. And there is a good reason to do so.

If the Gospel writers were asked to identify the key influence on their thinking about theology and ethics, surely they would say that it was Jesus. Arguing that we should ignore Jesus’ thought because he did not write any of the New Testament books is rather like arguing that we should ignore the teachings and actions of Elijah when it comes to Old Testament ethics and theology because he did not write any Old Testament book. The issue is not who wrote what, especially in an oral culture; rather, the issue is influence and importance, and clearly, when it comes to theological and ethical thought in the New Testament, there is no figure more influential than Jesus.

I suspect that the Gospel writers themselves would be both surprised and dismayed to hear modern discussions about theology and ethics in their Gospels, when they in fact were not seeking to toot their own horns or tell their own stories or even convey their own thoughts, at least when it comes to the recording of the teachings of Jesus. This is very different from when we are dealing with Paul’s letters, in which he is indeed trying to convey his own apostolic thought much of the time, and he sometimes lets us know when he is using earlier traditions, including sayings of Jesus.

It is a methodological error to treat the Gospels the same way we treat other portions of the New Testament when it comes to theology and ethics, because they function differently. They are mainly the means of conveying not the Gospel writers’ own thoughts and deeds, but someone else’s—Jesus’. And when we actually examine the ethics found in the Gospels, we discover that Jesus often is discussing subjects that we do not find discussed at all in the rest of the New Testament—things such as corban, washing of hands, permissible work on the Sabbath, and rules about ritual purity.76 By contrast, what we do not have are discussions about baptism, food offered to idols, circumcision for Gentiles, and other issues that we know were controversial in the early church. This is a telltale sign that the Gospel writers are not reading their own concerns back into the life of Jesus, much less creating Jesus material out of whole cloth to address their own audience’s concerns.

But there is another reason to take a hard look at the ethics of Jesus. It seems clear, at least to me, that those teachings were profoundly influential on major figures who did write New Testament books—Paul and James, for instance. Even when Jesus is not being quoted by them or others, his moral vision is informing what they are saying. I will say more about this later in the study. And there is a final important reason to consider Jesus from an ethical point of view: he provided a certain kind of moral example by his own behavior, especially in regard to the issue of suffering and death, and response to abuse and violence. Paul, the author of Hebrews, and others call for imitation of Christ and his behavior. This assumes that the audience already knew something of both Jesus’ teaching and his moral example. Thus, we need to know something about that too in order to make sense of what we find in other places in the New Testament.77

Finally, I am pleased and relieved to see that Richard Burridge, in his recent major study of New Testament ethics, thinks not only that one must take into account the ethics of Jesus, but also that one indeed must start with his ethics if one is to do justice to New Testament ethics. Says Burridge, “We want to assert that the key to understanding the New Testament has to be the person of Jesus, and that therefore he is the correct person and place with which to begin as well as to end. . . . The biographical genre of the canonical gospels redirects our gaze back to begin with the historical Jesus, and in particular to a stress upon both his deeds and his words, his activities as well as his teachings.”78


The Sermon on the Mount

Judging from its history of interpretation and use, we can confidently affirm that the most important repository of Jesus’ ethical teaching is the collection of materials known as the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5–7). Clarence Bauman rightly notes that Matthew 5–7 has been dramatized, secularized, universalized, criticized, psychologized, politicized, and radicalized!79 In all likelihood, this material is not something that Jesus said on just one occasion; it is more like Jesus’ “greatest hits” collected into one spot by Matthew, who regularly organizes blocks of teaching material (see, e.g., Mt 23–25) in alternation with blocks of narrative. The Gospels, of course, are not ethical treatises, and there is always a danger in abstracting the ethics of Jesus from his larger body of teaching and indeed from his ministry and life, as Burridge has correctly warned of late. Nevertheless, it is both possible and important to analyze that teaching that he gave to his disciples, seen within the context of the pattern and outcome of his life.80

Jesus’ ethicizing, like his theologizing, is eschatological in character. It presupposes that God has already begun and will continue his final saving activity through the persons of Jesus and his followers. What is evident about this material, from the first beatitude to the final parable, is that it is eschatological wisdom speech. This material is, in the main, to be seen not as law, not even as new law, but rather as wisdom—Jesus’ wisdom about how his disciples should live their lives. In fact, God’s law is treated in this material as just one manifestation of God’s wisdom, which is set beside other forms such as beatitudes, aphorisms, proverbs, parables, and maxims. Jesus does not see the law as the only norm of life by which all else should be measured or evaluated. Notably, in Matthew 5:17-20 the law is set alongside the prophets, who mainly were offering prophecies and promises, not laying down the law. It is also important to note that the phrase “the law and the prophets” makes clear that here, at least, “law” (or Torah) is not a cipher for the whole of the Old Testament or even necessarily the whole of the Pentateuch. Probably, it refers to the Mosaic law within the Pentateuch or to the Pentateuch with a special focus on the Mosaic law that it contains.81

In earliest Christianity, before the council of Nicaea in A.D. 325, no passage was more commented on by the early church fathers than Matthew 5–7. It is clear enough that they did not see this material as meant merely for Jews or even for Jesus’ first Jewish disciples. Instead, this material was to be viewed as a crucial part of Christian ethics precisely because it came from the Christ. Notice, then, that Matthew 5:1 reports that when Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain, sat down, and taught “his disciples.” This material was directed toward disciples from the outset.82 If one peruses Proverbs 1–6 and then reads through the topics addressed in Matthew 5–7, the similarities become readily apparent: we find practical teaching on self-control in regard to anger and sexual expression; prohibition of oaths; exhortations to love enemies; exhortations to prayer, fasting, and almsgiving; instructions on health and wealth; commendation of loyalty to and trust in God to reduce anxiety; prohibitions against judging others and using profanity; directives on following the Golden Rule and the narrow path, on maintaining integrity in word and deed, and on avoiding false teachers; and there is more.

What we have, then, in Matthew 5–7 is something of a compendium on many of the topics that sages often addressed. Here, a reading through Sirach in comparison with this material is revealing. Note that Jesus offers both conventional wisdom (e.g., honor your parents, though even this he redefines by his “family of faith” language [Mk 3:31-35]) and counterorder wisdom that goes against or beyond the usual norms (e.g., no oaths, no divorce). It is precisely because Jesus believes that God’s eschatological reign is breaking in through his ministry that he also thinks that new occasions teach new duties. Indeed, in due course he would speak in terms of a new covenant. So it is insufficient to see what Jesus is doing in the Sermon on the Mount as a renewal of old rules and regulations, a renewal of the Mosaic covenant or law. Moses certainly never prohibited oaths or divorce. And contra conventional wisdom, Jesus is not simply offering practical advice on how the disciples should live if they want to be healthy, wealthy, and wise. Jesus’ ethicizing does not simply baptize such agendas and call them good. To a significant degree, he substitutes a very different sort of wisdom, a revelatory wisdom. Notice how in the parable of the wise person at the end of this discourse (Mt 7:24-27), the wise person is the one who heeds Jesus’ advice in this discourse, not just any sort of wisdom or legal teaching. What makes this a matter of faith is that since much of Jesus’ wisdom is “from above,” it will not seem self-evident to those who are used to wisdom deduced from close examination of nature or human nature. This approach is not surprising. Just as salvation, or God’s saving activity (call it the dominion of God), is breaking into human history in the ministry of Jesus, so also the explanation of what is happening in this eschatological moment is a word coming from above.

One of the impasses that regularly occurs when the Sermon on the Mount is read in isolation is that unless we understand the genre of literature with which we are dealing, and unless we take into account other contextual factors, we will see this teaching as some sort of utopian ethics that no one is able live up to through individual strength or effort. If the law is difficult to keep, how much more so is the higher righteousness demanded here: “You must perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt 5:48). Who is sufficient for such things? But as Robert Guelich reminds us, Jesus believed in and indeed was part of enacting the dominion of God in his own day. “God has acted to establish a new relationship between himself and his own that expresses itself in conduct demanded in Matthew 5:21–7:12, ‘the greater righteousness.’”83 It is out of this new relationship that new obligations and opportunities arise. To whom more is given, more is required. One way to look at this material is the way Augustine viewed it. He prayed, “Give what thou commandest, Lord, and then command whatever you will.” Put another way, the imperatives here presuppose an enabling indicative; they presuppose a God who can enable his followers to be sufficient to live in such a way. Hans Windisch was correct in stressing both the wisdom and eschatological/apocalyptic character of Jesus’ ethics in the Sermon on the Mount.84 Just as there is an “already and not yet” dimension to Jesus’ theology (the dominion is breaking in and will come more fully), there is that same dimension to Jesus’ ethical teaching (e.g., proper response to Jesus’ teaching now leads to promise of eschatological rewards later [see Mt 5:3-12]). In many ways, it is artificial to separate Jesus’ ethicizing from his theologizing because, as Burridge says, “Jesus’ ethical teaching is not a separate body of moral instructions, but rather part of his preaching of the eschatological in-breaking of the reign of God, which demands a total and immediate response from his hearers.”85
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