

[image: cover]



[image: ]



 

Edited by Kathlyn Jones
Cover Design by Nabin Karna
Cover Illustration by
Stanislav Agafonov (aka luvdraft)

This 2nd edition first published in 2025 by Strait Road Press
Mangonui, New Zealand. www.straitroadpress.com

Isbn 978-1-7385952-0-4

Copyright © 2025 by William J. Laurence

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, go to www.straitroadpress.com

Unless otherwise stated, all scripture quotations taken from the (NASB®) New American Standard Bible®, Copyright © 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
lockman.org


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

[image: ]

There are many people who have helped me in bringing this little book to fruition. Some have put in a lot of hours and some a little, as they were able, but I am grateful to each one.

It was very helpful, especially in the early stages, to have a group of trusted friends and family, who I could rely upon to offer honest comment, and with whom I could gauge how well I was expressing ideas that have been percolating in my head for many years, but never written down until now.

I thank one of my daughters-in-law (an English teacher), who read and also helped edit the book, and patiently listened as I argued for the merits of my own archaic style.

I am particularly indebted to my three sons, who would often, on their own initiative, turn our casual conversations to what I was writing at the time, allowing me the luxury of fleshing out my ideas further. The hours spent talking over these ideas was a constant encouragement to see the project through, and it meant more to me than I can hope to express in just a few short sentences.

Lastly, I want the express my gratitude to my wife, who has shared with me, and endured with patience, the life of the struggling artisan; and has not seen my writing as merely a distraction, but as a priority in our lives together in the service of our Lord.

WILLIAM J. LAURENCE



[image: ]

τῳ ἀγαπήσαντί με καὶ παραδόντι ἑαυτὸν ὑπὲρ ἐμοῦ


PREFACE
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Someone once wrote that there is nothing new under the sun, and that of books, there is no end. It is a delicious irony that he had to write a new book to say it.

Perhaps, at the time, he was reading his way through one of those needlessly long academic books, stretching too small a thought over too many tiresome pages; so we mustn't take his words too seriously. Whatever the case, it is clear that he wrote those words in a mood of deep depression, and consequently gave to the world one of the most depressing books of all time.

There is a truth to his words of course, but it is only a small truth, and neglects the greater; and the author knew as much, even as he wrote and gave physical form to the thoughts in his head. His words do not admit of the thrill of seeing that same sun rising in a new light each and every day; or, with the wonder and joy of a child, experiencing a new and extraordinary thought, about something that just a minute before seemed so familiar and mundane.

So, if his words are to mean anything for us, they should be taken more as an admonition to read less, but better books. Whether this is such a book the reader must judge, but I can say that it has been my joy to experience the wonder of seeing something new again in the writing of these pages; and my sincere hope that the reader may share in the same. In any case, if my thoughts are small to some, I have not, at least, stretched them out over too many pages.
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But I would be remiss if I did not say a word on behalf of those who have lead me here; the scholars and faithful theologians – many of whom have long since crossed over the river, while a few tarry still on this side – who have taught me the wonder and thrill of the gospel. This book could not have been written without their profound insight and dedicated labour, and if there is anything inspirational written in these pages, it can, in large part, be traced back to them.

For the student of God who may yet be unfamiliar with his name, I would especially like to mention P. T. Forsyth. It was he who lifted me from the smog of religious intellectualism, out into the rarefied air of heaven itself. He taught me more about God and His Christ than ever I cared to know of mere Christianity; and I would encourage every serious disciple to read his works.

However, this book does not come from academia, though its tone is, perhaps, somewhat intellectual. Neither is its intention to impress with its theology or philosophy, though it touches on them both. Rather, it springs from the simple faith and life of someone who has made his living as a builder of fine stringed instruments – the life of an artisan.

I am content to let that stand as my qualification to write this book, for it is no exaggeration to say, that without that life, this book could not have been written.

That is not to disparage scholarship, or deny it its proper place, but the church has too often surrendered its responsibilities to the professional class, and has unwittingly created the impression that class is the sole repository for the knowledge of God. If that were true, it would not have pleased the Father to send His Son as a carpenter. I could mention other examples, of course, but none more striking. And is there anyone who thinks Christ's humble life and occupation were simply an unfortunate accident of history?

And grant that His occupation was deliberately chosen for Him by the Father. It is easy to assume it was selected simply to better contrast His former status in heaven, and to show there were no obstacles that the power of God could not overcome. But is it not possible that there was something latent, even active, in that humble occupation that made its choice a necessity?

For knowledge does not come by one path alone and though scholarship is vital, it is not exhaustive. There is insight and wisdom that can only be gained from outside the professional class. We need both if we would gain a more mature understanding of our God. Paul, the tent maker, would agree with that – not to mention David, the shepherd king. And this book is written in that same tradition.


CHAPTER I

CONCERNING WORDS
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[image: ]HE WRITTEN WORD captures the character of a culture at the time of writing, much like we can see, in an instant, the wind blowing wheat in a field. And a language might be likened to a wheat field – with each head of grain, a word – that ebbs and flows as the winds of culture blow over it.

Some words, like heads of wheat, are so closely entwined with each other that in the back and forth of daily life, they can cover almost the same ground. On occasion, the prevailing winds of culture can force them to bend, in one direction or another, for such a long time that their original character and meaning fades from living memory, along with the truth that meaning once conveyed.

But if words are living and pliable, they do not exist in and of themselves; their apparent freedom of movement belies the fact each word is connected, however flexibly, to the soil from which they came, and through which their life is sustained. That soil is the objective truth, the reality, that gives each word life, and however similar or confused they become, a distinction can still linger on – an echo from a long forgotten age.

However, if a word should be plucked from the soil, it will eventually die and truth can certainly be lost, though truth itself cannot die; it may be a generation, or a hundred, but eventually truth will again find expression, perhaps in a new word, or perhaps once more in an old word previously weakened by misuse and time.

For words are like wheat, and though a word may die, if it should return to the soil from which it came, it may find a new and glorious resurrection – and we may be reminded of truths all but forgotten.
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The analogy is not perfect, but it has some merit, I think, by way of a preface to a brief consideration of the words of love in the New Testament, on our way to an enquiry into God’s love for the world.

The New Testament was written in a unique season of world history, in which the Greek language was being blown by the strong cultural winds of the Roman Empire. It was now the lingua franca of the Empire and was being used – and misused – by many speakers of other native tongues. It is likely that the conventions of its use were fluid and varied throughout the Empire.

To complicate matters further, the writers of the New Testament were sailing in uncharted waters – as profound as they were original. They sought to communicate a new revelation of the mystery of God and His redemptive plan, and unlike the first great revelation, which was, by and large, on the national scale, theirs was a message that burst out on the scale of the world. To that end, they pressed into service the language with the most significant reach – the Koine Greek of the day.

Central to their theme was love, but not like any form of love the world had yet known. It was a love that came from the character of Godhead itself, and of a God unlike anything the Greeks had known – even when they were at their best, and those days were now distant.

It is true that the Romans had taken much of the Greek culture and made it their own, but it was weaker, less lofty and more mundane, and the language was changing in like manner. If the ground had been prepared for the expansion of Christianity by the universal adoption of the Greek language, that language had also lost much of its precision and nobility in the process.

It is against such a backdrop that the writers of the New Testament wrote, and it would be well for us to pause to ask whether there are any peculiarities that should be borne in mind, as we begin our enquiry.
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When we consider how the writers of the New Testament used the Greek of their day, it quickly becomes apparent that it was indeed peculiar. As B.B. Warfield says, “...this body of literature stands out ... in a certain isolation. Neither in the secular literature of the early Christian centuries, nor even in the immediately succeeding religious literature ... is the change in usage anything like so manifest. We have an odd feeling that, with respect to the expression of the idea of love at least, the Greek of the New Testament ... has run ahead of its time, and ... seems more modern than that of even the Christian writers that came after them.”1

That change is most conspicuously seen in the replacement of what might be called the general term for love. In the classical Greek language, there were several words for love, each of which conveyed love’s essential nature, and in that sense, they were similes of each other. But each qualified love in a unique sense so that, although they could all be used in similar contexts, they each conveyed a particular character that could be brought into view when required.

However, in addition to this, one of these words was more predominant and was also used as a general term; when there was no particular need to qualify its character more finely. In classical Greek, this general term was philia,2 and as might be expected, it appears in the literature with a much higher frequency than the other similes.

The particular qualifying character of the general term, philia, tends towards the love of affection, as the love between brothers or good friends. It was not a love that was too lofty (agape) or too passionate (eros) so as to be uncomfortable or awkward in daily speech, and as such, it lent itself easily to use as a general term; being, relative to the other similes, somewhat middle of the road.

What all this means in practice is that the higher frequency of the word used as the general term for love tended to de-emphasise its own specific character, with the result that its unique character gradually receded into the background, though it perhaps never disappeared entirely from sight. Thus, if an author wished to emphasise the idea of brotherly love, extra effort was required to make it stand out – perhaps by bringing in one or more of the other similes by way of contrast, or by compounding as in the word, philidelphia, from philia (love) and adelphos (brother).

The point to take away is that one cannot automatically assume the more precise meaning in all occurrences of the word also used as a general term. In most cases, the word, philia, was simply to be understood in its function as a universal concept or a place holder that was filled with meaning from the context itself, much like our own English word, love.

With this in mind, when we turn to the New Testament, we see something extremely interesting. “Without any heralding in the secular literature”,3 the roles have changed, and whereas agape was previously the simile least used of all the word group, in the New Testament we find that agape has supplanted the place of philia and has itself become the general term, while philia has become a lesser used simile.

Now, it would be easy to jump to the conclusion that this fact carries immense religious significance, but whatever significance this sudden change might have must be tempered by the fact that the Septuagint, translated from the Hebrew to early Koine Greek in the third century before Christ, exhibits the same pattern. Indeed, it broke the ground for its subsequent use in the New Testament. In other words, the adoption of agape as a general term had already become familiar to the New Testament writers, and they were simply continuing in the same habit and style.

Which raises the question, why did the translators of the Septuagint make such a departure from conventional Greek? Though the answers are probably many, common to them all will be a response to the culture of the day, and a desire, on the part of the Jewish translators, to elevate their religious text above that culture.
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There has been a suggestion that the use of agape had already become more dominant in the vernacular Greek before it appeared in the contemporary Greek literature. If this was the case, it is strange that the first written instances should appear in the translations of the holy scriptures of the Jewish people, who revered them as sacred. It is a notion that seems to run quite against the cultural biases of the Jewish people; who for thousands of years had ingrained in their psyche, the idea that they were a holy people, separate from the nations.

The Jews were not easily swayed by the cultures around them; indeed, there has always been a certain stubborn pride, not to say arrogance, resulting in a fierce resistance to assimilation. To even consider translating from the original Hebrew to Koine Greek would have been a difficulty not easily overcome, and doubtless, there would have been some religious leaders who never could support such an endeavour.

It is more reasonable to assume, in keeping with their national and religious psyche, that the Jews would be the ones conspicuously applying their own religious and cultural biases to the translation of their own holy scriptures, through the conscious and deliberate choice of whatever Greek words would best serve that purpose. And agape, with regard to its qualifying character, was the love that recognised value, or preciousness – as that of a precious metal – in the object loved4, i.e., it more consistently pointed to the higher, more noble qualities in the idea of love. Hence, agape, used as the general term for love, tended towards the elevation of the concept of love in general and, as a result, separated and elevated the Greek translation from the common culture and Greek literature of the day – something that would have been self-recommending to devout Jewish scholars amid an increasingly brutish secular culture.

With these things in mind, it seems more natural to assume that the general use of agape in the Septuagint was, in large measure, something rather unique to the Jewish religious genre and that over the next few hundred years, Jewish religious culture became more familiar and comfortable with using agape as the general term for love, at least in the religious context; and that by the time the apostles wrote their own letters and gospels, it had become the normal style of expression they had grown accustomed to when writing in the religious genre.
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If we follow this line of thought a little further, it might be expected that there would arise some degree of confusion concerning the use of agape among the Gentiles in the early churches, who were then converting to Christianity in large numbers – converts unfamiliar with the way agape was being used in the Jewish religious texts. And if this was the case, one might assume the new Jewish apostles and writers were aware of the issue, and would make some attempt at clarification or re-definition within their epistles, especially those written to non-Jewish readers.

Interestingly, there seems to be some evidence of this in the New Testament, especially in Paul’s letters. In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul writes, “If I speak with the tongues of mankind and of angels, but do not have love (agape), I have become a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and know all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith so as to remove mountains, but do not have love (agape), I am nothing.”5
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