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PREFACE

I have written this book for two

reasons: to provide a service and to
make a case. I hope that the book will
serve the needs of serious students of
the New Testament for a brief
theological orientation to each New
Testament text. I also hope to have
made a persuasive argument that
although each text is rooted in its own
cultural world, all twenty-seven texts,
when read sympathetically, are
theologically unified. At one level,
therefore, I hope the book will provide



a theological introduction to the single
New Testament text that interests the
reader, whether a student beginning a
course on John’s gospel, a pastor
beginning a sermon series on Romans,
or a teacher preparing a course on
Revelation. At a second level, I hope
that the book will be helpful to the
reader in gaining an overview of the
theological concerns of the entire New
Testament, in seeing its theological
coherence, and in appreciating the
compelling nature of its worldview.
My approach to the subject lies
somewhere between those whose New
Testament theologies are basically
theological  histories  of  early
Christianity and those who stick



closely to the theological concerns of

the New Testament canon.! I have tried
to take to heart the criticism of
William Wrede that merely discussing
what the New Testament texts say
about a variety of topics stands in
danger of cutting these texts free from
the cultures, politics, and religious
traditions that anchor them in real life.
But I have also taken to heart the
perspective of Adolf Schlatter and
many others that it is neither irrational
nor unreasonable to read these texts
sympathetically—as they want to be
read—and from the perspective of a
Christian faith that acknowledges them
to be the Word of God. I have,
therefore, tried to produce a theology



of the New Testament rather than a
theological history of early
Christianity, but I have also tried to
describe the theological concerns of
each New Testament book, and of the
New Testament as a whole, from the
perspective of the times and
circumstances in which each text was
written.

My approach also lies somewhere
between those who have written
synthetic theologies in which the
various New Testament authors are in
constant conversation with one another
and those whose theological studies
focus on one author or one text only.?2

Perhaps unwisely, I have tried to do
both. In an effort to show the



fundamental theological unity of the
New Testament texts, I have treated
each of the three major parts of the
New Testament canon as a theological
unit. In introductory chapters to each
unit [ orient the reader to the leading
question that affects the theological
description of these three sections,
whether the problem of a fourfold
gospel, the coherence and center of
Paul’s theology, or “early catholicism”
in the New Testament. I then provide a
synthetic chapter at the conclusion to
each of the three major sections in
which I try to place the various texts in
that section in conversation with one
another. In the book’s final chapter I
attempt to outline briefly the basic



theological unity of the entire New
Testament.

In an effort to give attention to the
historical contingencies of each text
and to allow each text its own
theological voice, I have given each
New Testament document its own
chapter. The hobgoblin of consistency
has driven me to provide separate
chapters for Philemon, Titus, and 3
John, for example, but not for Acts,
which Luke, I believe, wrote together
with his gospel as a single, two-part
work.

The question of how to arrange these
chapters on each New Testament
document posed something of a
problem. It seemed possible to walk



one of two paths. I could follow a
strictly chronological order, beginning
with the Pauline letters and ending with
the Johannine literature. In reality,
however, the chronology of the New
Testament texts is wuncertain, and
assigning John’s gospel a place before
Revelation or 2 Timothy a place before
2 Peter, for example, seemed almost
arbitrary. Alternatively, I could follow
the canonical order of the texts as it
appears in modern printed Bibles, but
that seemed to privilege this order over
other equally sensible and ancient
arrangements of the texts found in
some of the earliest editions of the
New Testament.

In the end, I decided to follow a



roughly chronological approach, not so
much to the texts themselves as to the
history of early Christianity that they
presuppose. Thus, I begin with Jesus as
we know him from the four gospels,
move to Paul, and then to the non-
Pauline texts that treat the problems of
heresy and persecution in the
developing church. Within each of the
first two sections, where the relative
chronology of the texts can be
something more than a guess, I have
treated them in the order that I think
they were written.

e In the case of the gospels, I have
assumed that Mark wrote first,
that Matthew and Luke used



Mark, and that John wrote last,
perhaps with a knowledge of the
other three.

I have arranged the Pauline letters
in a chronological order that takes
into account evidence for Paul’s
ministry both from the Iletters
themselves and from Acts.

In the third part of the canon
almost any attempt to follow a
chronological scheme fails for
lack of evidence, and so here I
drop the concern with chronology
(the chapter on 2 Peter, for
example, precedes the chapter on
1 Peter, despite 2 Peter 3:1) and
arrange the texts thematically—
treating first those in which a



concern for  heresy  seems
dominant and then those in which
persecution is a primary theme.

I have tried to write at a level
intelligible to students whose primary
focus is theology and to pastors with
theological training. I have assumed
that the reader has read the biblical text
under discussion carefully and has an
open text close at hand.I do not,
therefore, quote extensively from the

biblical text.2 I have also assumed a
basic knowledge of the discipline of
New Testament “introduction” and so
have only occasionally touched on
issues such as the authorship, date, and
provenance of the New Testament



documents.

I am deeply grateful to the many
friends who have taken an interest in
this book and provided substantial help
to me in writing it. Dr. Timothy
George, Dean of the Beeson Divinity
School of Samford University,
provided much encouragement along
the way and enthusiastically supported
my application to the Board of Trustees
of the University for a sabbatical leave
during the fall semester of 2002 to
work on the book. I wish to thank the
Board of Trustees for granting this
leave. Professors Mark Strauss of
Bethel Seminary, Sigurd Grindheim of
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School,
and Thomas R. Schreiner of Southern



Baptist Theological Seminary read
through all or most of the manuscript
with great care and provided pages of
helpful, written comments on a host of
issues. Professor Edward P. Meadors of
Taylor University, Professor Karen
Jobes of Westmont College, Professor
Jeffrey A. D. Weima of Calvin
Theological Seminary, my brother
Samuel B. Thielman, M.D., Ph.D., the
members of Samford University’s
Workshop on Religion in Antiquity,
and four semesters of students at
Beeson Divinity School read parts of
the manuscript and gave generous
amounts of both  help and
encouragement. Mr. Michael Garrett
and Ms. Cheryl Cecil of Davis Library



at Samford University tirelessly
located numerous necessary books and
articles. The editors at Zondervan,
including Stan  Gundry, Jack
Kuhatschek, Katya Corvett, and Verlyn
Verbrugge, were kind to ask me to
write this volume and extraordinarily
helpful in seeing the manuscript
through the final stages of production.
Dr. Bruce Winter, Warden of
Tyndale House, Cambridge, England,
discussed parts of the manuscript with
me on many occasions during his
several visits to Beeson Divinity
School and found a desk for me among
the bibliographical treasures of the
Tyndale House Library when I made a
week-long visit there. Dr. Richard and



Mrs. Martha Burnett of Erskine
Theological Seminary, = Emeritus
Professor Martin Hengel of the
University of Tiibingen, Germany, and
Dr. Rolfe Hille, Director of the
Albrecht Bengel Haus in Tiibingen,
arranged accommodations for me and
showed me the Kkindest hospitality
during a research visit there. Ms. Beate
Martin provided a study desk for me at
the Evangelische Stift with its
incomparable library and located a
number of books for me cheerfully and
efficiently. These generous friends, and
many others, gave freely of their time
and energy to make this a much better
book than it could possibly have been
without their aid. My heartfelt thanks



to each of them.

I am also profoundly grateful to my
immediate and extended family,
including my  mother, Dorothy
Thielman, and my three children,
Jonathan (who gave invaluable help
with the computer), Sarah Jane, and
Rebekah. With their warmth and cheer,
especially when the work at various
points grew difficult, they helped put
the task in perspective.

Most helpful of all was my
wonderful wife and dearest friend,
Abigail. She frequently gave wise
counsel not to become burdened with
other smaller tasks so that I could
finish this large one. She also provided
much needed reminders to view my



work on this book through the lens of
life’s most important issues—loving
God and loving others. The theology
that I talk so much about here and in
my classes, she lives out day to day,
reminding me that, as James says, what
counts is not intellectual assent to
correct doctrine, but staking one’s life
on the truth of the gospel. It would take
another book to count the many
specific ways in which she has herself
been an example of this kind of faith in
action to me and our three children. I
had intended to dedicate the book to
her.

After my father passed from this life
into the visible presence of God on
August 17, 2002, however, Abby and I



agreed that I should dedicate the book
to his memory. He was simply a
wonderful father. In his eyes my very
meager attempts at New Testament
scholarship made me a giant in the
field. In our weekly telephone
conversations, he was free with his
advice about this project, lavish with
his encouragement, and eager to write
checks to buy the books I needed to
progress. I was in the middle of a
sentence in the chapter on 3 John when
news came that he had collapsed and
lost consciousness. As I moved into
Revelation, it was encouraging to think
that Dad stood among the great
multitude from every nation, tribe,
people, and language praising the God



whom he had faithfully served for so

many years. May this book lead those

who read it to understand the God of

the New Testament better and to add
their voices to that praise.

Frank Thielman

Lent, 2004

1 See respectively, e.g., Klaus
Berger, Theologiegeschichte des
Urchristentums: Theologie des
Neuen  Testaments, 2nd ed.
(Tibingen: Francke, 1995), and
Georg Strecker, Theology of the
New Testament, ed. and completed
by Friedrich Wilhelm Horn (New
York: Walter de



Gruyter/Louisville, Ky.:
Westminster John Knox, 2000).

2 For the synthetic approach,
see, e.g., G. B. Caird, New
Testament Theology, ed. and
completed by L. D. Hurst (Oxford:
Oxford Univ. Press, 1994), and
Francois Vouga, Une théologie du
Nouveau Testament (Le Monde de
la Bible 43; Genéve: Labor et
Fides, 2001), and for the
individual book or author
approach, see, e.g., the volumes in
the series “New Testament
Theology,” ed. James D. G. Dunn
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ.
Press, 1991-2003).

3 When I do quote, I use the



New International Version where
possible, although I also provide
my own translations or modify the
NIV when the discussion requires
a more literal rendering of the
text. I indicate where I have done
this with the abbreviation “aut.”
Quotations from the Apocrypha
come from the New Revised
Standard Version.  Quotations
from non-Christian Greek and
Roman sources, unless otherwise
noted, come from the
corresponding translation in the
Loeb Classical Library.
Quotations from the early church
fathers, unless otherwise noted,
come from Alexander Roberts and



James Donaldson, eds., The Anti-
Nicene Fathers, 1885-1887, 10
vols. (repr. Peabody, Mass.:
Hendrickson, 1994), except for
quotations from the Apostolic
Fathers and Eusebius, where 1
have used the translations of
Kirsopp Lake and J. E. L. Oulton
in the Loeb editions. Quotations
from Celsus’ On the True
Doctrine  are  from  Henry
Chadwick’s translation of
Origen’s Contra Celsum
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ.
Press, 1953).
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INTRODUCTION







Chapter 1
THE THEOLOGY OF THE
NEW TESTAMENT: THE

BASIC QUESTIONS

Since the eighteenth century, the

discipline of New Testament theology
has come under close scrutiny. Should
the discipline be abandoned? Some
have said so. Does it only need to be
restructured? Some have offered new
models. In the discussion, two
problems with the discipline have
repeatedly emerged as most



significant.

The first problem, it is said, is an
unhealthy blend in the discipline of
dogmatics with historical concerns. On
the one hand, theological convictions
influence New Testament theologians
both in the conclusions they draw about
the meaning of the New Testament
texts and in their insistence on
examining only the canonical
documents. On the other hand, since
the church values these documents
largely for the historical claims made
in them, New Testament theologians
find that they must work as historians
in much the same way that any
historian would work with ancient
texts. Is it possible to bring together



faith and reason in this way, or must
New Testament theologians bracket
their own dogmatic presuppositions
about the importance of the New
Testament and place the canonical
texts on a level with all other ancient
texts? If so, then they should shift their
attention away from the theologically
biased  investigation of  “New
Testament theology” to the more
objective and universally useful task of
describing the history of early
Christian thought.

The second problem arises from the
theological diversity of the New
Testament texts. The New Testament
documents not only express a variety
of theological themes, but sometimes



they speak in different ways on the
same theme. Do these differences
sometimes amount to contradiction? If
not, why is the theological coherence
of the New Testament sometimes so
hard to detect? If so, is it accurate to
speak of “New Testament theology” at
all, as if we are speaking of some
coherent whole?



THEOLOGY OR
HISTORY?

Since the sixteenth century, biblical
theologians have struggled with the
relationship between interpreting the
Bible to find support for the church’s
traditional theological teachings and
interpreting the Bible within its own
historical context without
consideration for the theological
convictions of the church. Because the
church has traditionally held to the
primacy of Scripture over its traditions
(even if extrabiblical tradition is given
great weight), ideally no conflict
should arise. In fact, the church’s



traditions and the theological emphases
of the Bible have often been
incompatible, and so any study of
biblical theology has often been
characterized by the tension between
theological conviction and historical
analysis.

Biblical theology arose early in the
Reformation era as a discipline
intended to chasten the church’s
unbiblical theological speculations and
to hasten its reform. The emphasis at
this time was more on theological
reform than on sensitivity to the
historical situations in which the
biblical documents were composed.
Later, biblical theology fell under the
spell of Enlightenment rationalism, and



some of its practitioners began to
define the discipline in terms of a
historically motivated and
theologically independent study of the
Bible that could use human reason to
sit in judgment not only on the
teachings of the church, but on the
content of the Bible itself.

Out of this link between biblical
theology and the Enlightenment arose a
criticism of the discipline itself. Why
speak of “biblical” theology at all? If
the student of the biblical texts is to be
truly an historian, then it is necessary
to speak only of the history of Jewish
and Christian thought and religion—to
speak of the Bible, or of the New
Testament, is already to speak in



dogmatic language that the historian
interested in the objective study of the
past must find unacceptable.

Over the last three centuries, three
criticisms of the discipline as
theologically rather than historically
grounded have been particularly
influential. J. P. Gabler, William
Wrede, and Heikki Rdisdnen, writing at
the turn of the nineteenth, twentieth,
and twenty-first centuries respectively,
called for the liberation of the
historical study of the Bible or early
Christianity from the dogmatic
concerns of the church. Gabler’s
seminal challenge differs from that of
Wrede and Rdisdnen because it is
simply a call for methodological



clarity in the theological enterprise
rather than a disparagement of the
theologically motivated study of the
Bible. Nevertheless, both Wrede and
Rédisdnen understand themselves to be
standing on the shoulders of Gabler. It
is important, therefore, to consider
Gabler’s challenge to the discipline
before evaluating the more direct
attacks of Wrede and Rdiisdinen. In
order to understand all three thinkers
and to put our criticisms of their
challenges in historical perspective, it
is necessary first to survey briefly the
historical roots of biblical, and
specifically New Testament, theology.



The Early History of the
Discipline

The development of a “biblical
theology” had its roots in the age-old
commitment of the church to govern its
theology and practice by the canonical
writings of the Old and New
Testaments. One of the most important
concerns of the Reformation was that
the church reform its doctrine and
worship so that it might be more
faithful to the standards laid down in
the Bible. In 1521, Luther’s close
friend and colleague at the University
of Wittenburg, Philip Melancthon,
published one of the earliest



theological treatises of the
Reformation—a brief treatment of
important theological topics based on
Luther’s lectures on Paul’s letter to the

Romans given in the summer of 1519

and repeated the following year..

This treatment of Loci communes
rerum theologicarum (“Fundamental
Theological Themes”) provided a list
of important theological topics and
then briefly explained the teaching of

Scripture, and Scripture alone, on each

topic.2 Melancthon was weary of

reading the lengthy speculations of
medieval scholastic theologians on
Christian theology and wanted instead
to discover how the Bible itself, and
particularly “Paul’s own compendium



of Christian doctrine” in Romans,

described the Christian religion.2 This
urge to tap speculative theologians on
the shoulder and point them back to the
Bible remained a constant theme in the
early history of biblical theology as a
discrete discipline. Melancthon puts it
this way:

I am discussing everything
sparingly and briefly because the
book is to function more as an
index than a commentary. I am
therefore merely stating a list of
the topics to which a person
roaming through Scripture should
be directed. Further, I am setting
forth in only a few words the



elements on which the main points
of Christian doctrine are based. I
do this not to call students away
from the Scriptures to obscure and
complicated  arguments  but,

rather, to summon them to the

Scriptures if I can.?

As the Reformation matured into
Protestantism, however, Protestant
thinkers began to refine their
theological commitments and to
develop  complicated  theological
arguments of their own. In their works,
Scripture was often used not so much
to set the theological agenda but to
demonstrate ~ that  the  various
theological principles that Protestants



considered important, and which were
now growing increasingly complex,
were, in fact, biblical. Those who first
used the term “biblical theology” to
describe their theological studies made
this  proof-texting of preexisting
theological systems their goal.2 A new
Protestant brand of scholasticism
began to develop with “biblical
theology” as its handmaid.

Under the influence of German
pietism on one hand and rationalism on
the other, biblical theology began to
break away from this role as a prop for
systematic theology. Pietism sought to
remind Protestant orthodoxy both of
the preeminence of the Bible in
Christian belief and practice and of the



place of religious experience in
Christian commitment. It viewed a
return to the study of the Bible for its
own sake as a necessary antidote to the
sterile theological debates that seemed
to dominate Protestant scholasticism,
much in the way they had dominated
the theological scene prior to the

Reformation.® In 1758, Anton Friderich
Biisching made a complaint in a
pamphlet that was typical of Pietist
concerns at the time. Young ministers
returning to their village pulpits from
their theological education, he wrote,
were disabled as preachers. They were
bringing to the pulpit not “the pure
biblical theology” but a “school
theology which neither they nor their



churches understand.”Z
At about the same time, rationalism
began to influence the study of the

Bible.2 In England, philosophers such
as John Locke (1632-1704) and John
Toland (1670-1722) had elevated
reason above faith, claiming that only
those elements of the Scriptures and of
Christianity that passed the test of

rational inquiry should be retained.? In
Germany, this thinking influenced
biblical scholars such as Johann
Salomo Semler (1725-1791), who
began to say forthrightly that parts of
the  canonical = Scriptures  were
theologically inferior and therefore not

inspired.1? Along with this conviction
went the insistence that the historical



analysis of each biblical writing should
precede any theological treatment of it.
Although Semler himself was an
opponent of Pietism because he
thought that it encouraged a personal,
subjective  reading of  Scripture
unaffected by historical exegesis, both
the pietists and Semler agreed that the

study of the Scriptures themselves

must precede theological speculation.l!

The work of Gotthilf Traugott
Zacharida (1729-1777), professor of
theology at Géttingen and Kiel, reveals
the concerns of both pietism and

rationalism to some extent.l2 Zacharid
was not a rationalist in the ordinary
sense of the term—he believed that the
miracles recorded in the Bible actually



happened and that the Bible was the
Word of God—nor did he intend to
engage in polemics against systematic
theology when he wrote his biblical
theology.12 Still, he was convinced that
the study of systematic theology

needed the salutary correction of

careful  biblical exegesis.l4 This

exegesis, he argued, should be
anchored in the time and place in
which each biblical author wrote and
should be sensitive to the historical
differences between the situation of the
biblical writers and the situation of the

modern church.1> The presentation of a
biblical theology, moreover, should not
follow the familiar systematic
categories or the headings of the



theological compendia but should
follow a plan that arises out of
Scripture itself and the order of

salvation that unfolds from it.18



The Challenges of Gabler,
Wrede, and Raisanen

Johann Philipp Gabler

The stage was now set for a highly
significant statement by Johann Philipp
Gabler (1753-1826), a devoted student
of the New Testament scholar Johann
Jakob Griesbach and professor of

theology at Altdorf and then at Jena.lZ
Gabler’s historical significance for the
discipline of biblical theology is out of
proportion to the physical size of his
published work on the subject. Unlike



Zacharid, whose Biblischer Theologie
consumes four thick volumes, Gabler
produced no biblical theology at all but
merely gave a lecture on the subject on
the occasion of his appointment to the
faculty of the German academy at

Altdorf on March 31, 178718 Evidently
this lecture put in precisely the right
words something that many others

believed needed to be addressed.1? The
lecture functioned as a kind of
declaration of independence for the
historical study of the Bible, insisting
that it be freed from the shackles that
systematic theology had clamped on it.

Gabler attempted to describe the
difference  between biblical and
dogmatic theology and to argue that



each had its own aims. By “biblical
theology” Gabler meant the historical
study of the religious convictions of
the biblical authors, and by “dogmatic
theology” Gabler meant the theological
and philosophical systems of more
modern times. Gabler believed that
dogmatic theologians had been reading
their modern theological systems back
into the biblical texts and were thus
distorting the meaning of those texts.
This had resulted in a multitude of
different dogmatic  systems, all
claiming the authority of the Bible, and
had therefore contributed to the
disunity of the church. Dogmatic
theologians, said Gabler, should leave
the historical task of investigating the



meaning of the biblical texts to biblical
theologians and should await the
results of the theologically unfettered
investigation of the texts in their
original historical and cultural contexts

before constructing modern theological

systems.22

Biblical theologians, said Gabler,
must shoulder a two-part task. They
must first investigate the meaning of
the biblical texts within their original,
primitive contexts and come to their
conclusions apart from any dogmatic
considerations. They must then search
their historical results for the pure and
universal truths expressed within them.
These truths they must carefully
extract from the grit and grime of the



biblical authors’ prescientific world,
and then they must deliver these
purified doctrines to the systematic

theologian.2. The systematic
theologian could then use this precious
distillate to construct a modern

theology.?2 Since everything would be
done according to clearly delineated
and widely recognized rational
principles, the results both of the
biblical theologian and of the
systematic theologian ought to be
acceptable to all, and the church would
be able to present a united front against

its detractors.23

William Wrede



Slightly over a century later, in
1897, William Wrede composed
another famous essay in which he
attempted to resurrect Gabler’s
distinction between biblical and
dogmatic theology, this time with
reference  specifically to  New

Testament theology.2* Between Gabler
and Wrede a number of New Testament
theologies had appeared, but they had
failed, at least in Wrede’s opinion, to
preserve Gabler’s distinction between
biblical and dogmatic theology. Most
New Testament theologians, Wrede
insisted, pay lip service to Gabler’s call
for a distinction between biblical and
dogmatic theology. But in reality, he
complained, the method that New



Testament theologians follow betrays
their awareness that the systematic
theologians are looking over their

shoulders.2> Only their concern for the
watchful eye of the systematic
theologians can explain why they limit
their investigations to the New
Testament canon rather than using all
the evidence at their disposal to
construct a complete history of early

Christianity.2® Only this concern for
dogmatics can explain why their New
Testament theologies are hardly more
than tedious commentaries on a list of
doctrinal concepts.?/

Wrede concluded his essay with a
sentence that has become famous: “The
name New Testament theology is



wrong in both its terms.” Historians of
early Christianity should not limit their
investigative efforts to the canonical
New Testament, and they should not be
concerned  with  the  supposed
expression of theological concepts
within the New Testament. Instead,
they should aim at describing the
“early Christian history of religion,” by
which  Wrede meant “what was
believed, thought, taught, hoped,
required and striven for in the earliest
period of Christianity.”28 If the spicy
meal that historians dish up according
to this recipe does not suit the taste of
the systematic theologians, then that,
for a change, is the problem of the
systematic  theologians.  Historians



must be left alone to pursue their own
agenda without any requirement that
the church find the results of their work
palatable.

Heikki Rdisdnen

Just as Wrede took up Gabler’s
cause a century later, so Heikki
Rdisdanen has done the same for
William Wrede in a work that has gone
through two editions in ten years. In
the first edition of Beyond New
Testament Theology, Rédisdnen
complained, in a manner reminiscent
of Wrede, that no one had produced the
kind of historical study of early
Christian  religion  that  Wrede



envisioned.?2 In the second edition of
his work he was able to modify this
complaint—works that fulfilled
Wrede’s vision in important ways had
now appeared—but he still found that
much of his original case needed to be

heard.2¢

Unlike Wrede, who saw no
legitimacy, theological or historical, in
limiting one’s efforts to the New
Testament canon, Rdaisdnen concedes
that within the confines of the church,
studying the theological ideas in the
twenty-seven New Testament books
may have some value for preaching or
catachesis. Historians who do not limit
their audience to the church, however,
cannot restrict their analytical efforts



to the New Testament canon. Because
of their broader humanitarian vision
and their independence of the church,
they must focus on the history of early
Christianity generally, not merely the
haphazard glimpses of that history

available in the New Testament.3!
Although  the encroachment of
presuppositions on historical
investigation is inevitable, Gabler and
Wrede were correct in their emphasis
on the dangers of allowing theological

presuppositions to determine the

results of historical investigation.32

The New Testament scholar, therefore,
should be concerned not with
proclamation but with a historical
description of New Testament thought



and experience and with the influence

of the canon in history.23 The
humanitarian value of this will emerge
as texts once thought to be
authoritative are exposed as oppressive

and people are liberated from them.34

The Common Elements in the
Three Challenges

Gabler at the turn of the nineteenth
century, Wrede at the turn of the
twentieth, and Rédisdnen at the turn of
the twenty-first all call for the
separation of historical analysis from
theological proclamation in the study
of the New Testament.



e Gabler was optimistic that once
the eternal, universal, and
consequently divine elements of
the Scriptures had been separated
from the contingent, specific, and
human elements, theology would
forever be safe from attack:
“Exactly thus will our theology be
made more certain and more firm,
and there will be nothing further
to be feared for it from the most

savage attack from its enemies.”32
e Wrede was certainly not
concerned about attacks on the
Christian religion, but he too was
optimistic that once dogmatic
concerns were laid to rest, a
purely historical account of early



Christian  religion could be

composed.2®

e Raiisdnen, aware of the presence of
presuppositions in all historical
work, describes the separation
more cautiously; but, like Wrede,
he is concerned that Christian
faith not distort the texts, for “an
unwary interpreter will tend to
discover his own image at
possible and impossible points in

the sources.”3Z

All three scholars argue that this
separation of the historical from the
theological task implies the priority of
the historical task. Gabler puts it this
way:



When these opinions of the
holy men have been -carefully
collected from Holy Scripture and
suitably  digested, carefully
referred to the universal notions,
and cautiously compared among
themselves, the question of their
dogmatic use may then profitably
be established, and the goals of
both biblical and dogmatic

theology correctly assigned.38

In other words, once the historian
has painstakingly analyzed the text,
theologians can use the results.

Wrede is not so explicit; but he too
claims that if Christian theologians feel
for theological reasons that they must



also be historians, then they must
recognize that historians follow their
own principles. Theologically
motivated historians, then, can only do
their historical work after setting aside
their theological convictions:

On the whole it is not within
the historical researcher’s power
to serve the church through his
work. The theologian who obeys
the historical object as his master
is not in a position to serve the
church through his properly
scientific-historical work, even if

he were personally interested in

doing s0.22



This implies that the theologian
who wants to stand in some continuity
with early Christianity must wait until
the historians (and he may be one of
them) have finished analyzing early
Christian history before engaging in
the theological task.

Réisdnen similarly believes that the
danger of distorting the historical
significance of the biblical texts is too
great when the believing historian
attempts to perform the historical and
the “actualizing” tasks at the same
time. Historians of early Christianity
may select texts on which to
concentrate on the basis of modern
concerns, or they may arrange their
presentations in order to make them



accessible to those who want to put
modern men and women in contact
with early Christianity, but they must
take their interaction with modern
concerns at the historical stage of their
work no further:

All this moves on the level of
historical interpretation (Gabler’s
‘true’ biblical theology). It
depends on the scholar himself
whether he wants to move,
following Gabler’s lead, at a
second stage of the work, to
theological questions proper, i.e.
to reflections on what his
historical findings can mean for

men and women of today.4?



Another  implication of  the
separation of the theological from the
historical task, at least for Wrede and
Réisdnen, is the illegitimacy of
confining one’s historical efforts to the
Christian canon. Wrede argued that the
twenty-seven books comprising the
New Testament canon have no
historical claim to priority over other
literary evidence for early Christian
religion. The notion of the canon is a
dogmatic assertion of Christian bishops
and councils from the second to the
fourth  centuries. “So,”  Wrede
concluded, “anyone who accepts
without question the idea of the canon
places himself under the authority of



the bishops and theologians of those

centuries.”l  Since historians are
hardly bound by such decisions, they
should not confine their efforts to those
books.

Réisdnen also believes that those
who limit their efforts to the theology
of the New Testament and do not apply
equal effort to the study of early
Christian religion generally have
allowed the church to define their
work. While this is “meaningful” from
the perspective of Christian faith, “in
historical work it is, by contrast,

arbitrary.”#2 Raisdnen works hard to be
fair to Christian theologians by
acknowledging that within the church
their efforts to explain New Testament



theology may be legitimate.
Nevertheless, he also argues that
Christian scholars who attempt to
combine the historical with the
theological analysis of the New
Testament often insist on breaking out
of the boundaries of the church and
claiming that their theologically
motivated exegetical work on the
canonical text has implications for all
of life. “With astonishing ease,” he
complains, “life’ is simply narrowed
down to ‘Christian life’ or ‘life in the
church.”®3  If  one’s  concerns
encompass the wider society and all of
humanity, says Rdisdnen, such a
perspective is too narrow. By providing
accurate information about early



Christianity, the historian can explode
myths that have been used in the
service of oppression, increase
understanding and tolerance among
various cultures, and make a positive

future for humanity more likely.44

In summary, over the last three
centuries, Gabler, Wrede, and Rédisdnen
have presented a significant challenge
to those who attempt to understand the
New Testament historically and
theologically at the same time. All
three argued for the separation of the
historical task from the theological
enterprise, and all three gave history
priority over theology. For Wrede and
Rédisdnen, this meant that Christians
who restricted their work to the New



Testament canon endangered its
historical accuracy and, at least for
Rédisdnen, lowered its humanitarian
value.



A Response to the
Challenges of Gabler,
Wrede, and Raisdnen

The Issue of the Canon

Wrede and Réisdnen are surely right
to say that the methodological decision
to study New Testament theology
rather than the history of early
Christian  religion  reflects the
perspective  of  Christian  faith.
Historians of early Christianity will use
every text at their disposal for the
reconstruction of the beliefs, thoughts,
teachings, hopes, requirements, and
goals of early Christians. Moreover,



they will value the texts not for their
theological perspective but for the raw
data they can provide in reconstructing
this complex world. The canonicity of
certain texts has no meaning for the
historian of early Christianity until the
authoritative status of the canonical
texts themselves becomes important
for early Christianity. At that point,
however, the historian’s interest shifts
from the historical context in which the
texts were first produced and read to

the history of their influence as

authoritative Scripture.?2

By contrast, theologians who give
priority to the New Testament
documents do so because they speak
about God with an authority that other



texts do not possess. The selection of
the theology of the canonical texts for
special attention, therefore, results
from the Christian commitment of the
interpreter, as  Christians  have
recognized for centuries. The French
Confession of Faith (1559) puts it this
way:

We know these books to be
canonical, and the sure rule of our
faith, not so much by the common
accord and consent of the Church,
as by the testimony and inward
illumination of the Holy Spirit,
which enables us to distinguish
them from other ecclesiastical
books upon which, however



useful, we can not found any
articles of faith.46

Some New Testament scholars,
however, have attempted to justify the
study of New Testament theology from
a historical perspective. Peter Balla has
produced the most thorough defense of

this approach.#’ Balla argues that the
authors of at least some New
Testament documents, at the time that
they wrote their texts, may have
intended for them to function alongside
the Jewish canon as authoritative
Scripture. The New Testament authors,
he argues, quote the Old Testament in a
way that reveals a “canonical

awareness.”48 If the Qumran



covenanters could produce their own
canon in addition to the Jewish
Scriptures, and if the author of 4 Ezra
could place certain secret books of
eschatology on the same level of
authority with the Jewish Scriptures,
then why should it seem improbable
that Christians from earliest times
understood certain documents to have

canonical status?*? He concludes that
historians may legitimately choose the
canon of a particular ancient group for
historical study; they may choose the
canon of Marcion, for example, or they
may choose the canon of orthodox
Christianity.2

Although Balla makes a perceptive
contribution to the discussion with his



insight about how early some of the
New Testament authors considered
their texts to be Scripture, it is difficult
to see how this point—which deals
with individual authors and their texts
—can justify the study of the entire
New Testament canon as a discrete
body of literature. No one denies the
historical legitimacy of investigating
the theology of single New Testament
authors. The question is whether the
twenty-seven texts that comprise the
New Testament canon have a basic
theological unity.

Second, Balla helpfully argues that
we can learn something about ancient
religious groups from studying their
canons. The Samaritan Pentateuch will



say much about the beliefs of the
Samaritans, and the Marcionite canon
will yield valuable information about
Marcionite religion. But this merely
legitimates the study of the influence
of a particular canon, not the study of
individual canonical authors (and no
others) in their original historical
contexts. In other words, New
Testament theologians are not typically
interested in discovering the theology
of the group of early Christians that
held the New Testament documents as
a whole to be canonical. They are
usually interested in describing the
theologies of the individual authors of
the canonical documents and then,
because of their faith commitments,



finding some inner coherence to those

theologies.2l Wrede and Réisinen are
therefore correct: The need to study
New Testament theology arises from
within the Christian community, not
from outside it.

Réisdnen is less helpful, however,
when he criticizes New Testament
theologians, bound as they are to the
canon, for their narrow, ecclesiastical
focus. Although willing to concede that
scholarly work on the New Testament
in the service of the church may be
helpful for those in the church, he
appeals to all New Testament scholars
to avoid identifying the life of the
church with life generally and to raise
their eyes to focus on a global horizon.



“Theology and exegesis,” he pleads,
“need a global perspective, an
‘ecumenical’ horizon, in the original

sense of the word.”22

This would be a wvalid criticism
except that many New Testament
theologians understand their service to
the church as service to the wider
world as well. By helping the church to
understand the claims of the New
Testament on the people of God and on
the world that God created, they aid the
church in its efforts to proclaim the
gospel. The gospel, many New
Testament theologians believe, is what
the world needs to hear. This may seem
imperialistic, depending on one’s
perspective, but the horizon of these



scholars is not narrow.

Wrede too has misunderstood the
nature of the decision among Christian
scholars to limit their efforts to the
New Testament canon. Wrede imagines
that this decision implies submission to
the bishops and councils of “the
second-to-fourth-century church” since
only their pronouncements led to the
selection of the books that now
comprise the New Testament canon.
This image, however, reflects a
misunderstanding of the process that
created the canon. It is true that the
fourth-century synod of Laodicea (ca.
363) and fourth-century bishops such
as Cyril of Jerusalem, Athanasius,
Gregory of Nazianzen, Rufinus, and



Augustine declared that only certain

books were canonical.22 But for at least
four-fifths of the material involved,
these lists and pronouncements merely
recognized officially books whose
authority was already well established
in the communities over which these

authorities presided.2? New Testament
theologians who observe the limits of
the canon are not therefore bowing to
the authority of bishops and councils
but to the will of Christian
communities for centuries past that
these writings should shape the identity

of the church.22

The Issue of Presuppositions



Gabler, Wrede, and Raisdnen have
each called for the separation of the
historical from the theological task.
The merger of the two tasks, they
argued, would result in a distortion of
the results of historical investigation.
Thus, Gabler scourged a scholar of his
own time, whose name he did not
reveal, for “heedlessly” daring “to
attribute some of his own most
insubstantial opinions to the sacred

writers themselves.”2® Wrede believed
that as long as New Testament
theologians regarded the writings that
they analyzed as “normative,” they
would be psychologically inclined to

work over the texts until the texts met

their  theological expectations.2Z



Rédisdnen is aware of the hermeneutical
and  philosophical problems in
following the claims of some
nineteenth-century biblical scholars
that the historian can describe a pure
history, free of personal bias, but he
believes that their instincts were right:

The scholar presumably thinks
both of the past and of the present
all (or most of) the time. But it is
still possible to keep the horizons
distinct. And it would be helpful
to keep them apart when

presenting the results to readers.28

The New Testament theologian can
only applaud this concern. Like the



historian of early Christianity, the New
Testament theologian is interested both
in the historical events to which the
New Testament texts provide partial
access and in listening attentively to
the texts themselves with as little
personal bias as possible. The New
Testament itself links its theological
claims to historical claims. If the
historical claims are untrue, the
theological edifice must necessarily

crumble.22 Moreover, New Testament
theologians who believe that the New
Testament texts are theologically
authoritative have a stake in listening
carefully to the texts themselves and
not imposing on them some
predetermined  meaning. Krister



Stendahl has put it this way:

The more intensive the
expectation of normative
guidance, and the more exacting
the claims for the holiness of the
Scriptures, the more indispensable
is the attention to the meaning of
Scripture at the time of its
conception and to an examination

of the possible intentions of the

authors.%Y

Gabler, Wrede, and Rédisdanen were
all justified in pointing out how often
New Testament scholars failed to live
up to these ideals, but none of the three
seemed to recognize that the



theological convictions of New
Testament theologians demand that
they also be good historians. Both the
German pietists who wrote biblical
theologies in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries and the
participants in the Biblical Theology
Movement of the mid-twentieth
century wanted to avoid the imposition
of predetermined, systematic
theological convictions on the biblical
texts.”l They may have continued to
impose their theology on the texts
without realizing it, but they tried to
avoid doing this. They recognized that
the person who honestly wants to sit
under the authority of Scripture must
listen to Scripture regardless of how



disturbing its message might be to
inherited norms. To this extent, Wrede
was wrong to say that theologians and
historians do their work on the basis of
different  principles. = Theologians,
because of the historical claims of the
texts with which they work and because
they must submit to the texts as the
Word of God, must be historians and
therefore must work with the

historian’s tools.%2

At the same time, a vast difference
exists between the unbelieving
historian of early Christianity and the
New Testament theologian who does
historical work in the service of the
church. Whereas both the New
Testament theologian and the secular



historian are interested in the history to
which the canonical texts give access,
they differ on the importance that they
grant to the perspectives of the texts
themselves. Historians who stand
outside the church employ every means
at their disposal to render the
perspectives of the canonical texts
inoperative in their thinking. The texts
then provide the raw data with which
the secular historian attempts to
reconstruct the story of early
Christianity according to another
perspective. The New Testament
theologian, however, through the basic
insight of faith, wants to embrace the
perspectives of the texts on the events

that provoked their composition.22 The



perspectives of the texts on the history
of early Christianity are not husks to be
peeled away so that the historian might
see more clearly. They are not merely
historical data that provide information
about early Christian religion. For New
Testament theologians who regard the
texts as authoritative, the perspectives
of the texts speak of their true
significance. They are, in other words,
objects of faith.

Is the faith of a New Testament
theologian at the same time a crippling
prejudice that prevents plausible
historical analysis of the New
Testament texts? It is not necessarily
any more crippling than the
perspectives of secular historians are to



their own attempts at historical
analysis. Gabler, Wrede, and Rdisdnen
dis not seem to grasp this. For Gabler
and Wrede, who wrote from within the

hermeneutically unsophisticated
contexts of the eighteenth and
nineteenth century, this is

understandable. It is more distressing
to see Raiisdnen, who is careful to
acknowledge the inevitable influence
of presuppositions on the historical
reconstruction of early Christianity,
nevertheless claiming that scholars of
religion should separate the
transmission of information about

Christian origins from any attempt at

proclamation.®% The goal of this

transmission of information about



Christianity, he says, is to pave the way
for wunderstanding, to clarify the
identity of the modern Westerner, and

generally to improve society.®> Since
this is the goal, it is difficult to
understand in what sense this is not

itself proclamation.%® Every historian
has a perspective, and every historian
who writes or teaches about history

proclaims that perspective.%? The New
Testament theologian proclaims the
perspective of the texts, but that does
not mean that he or she is any less a
historian for doing so. Adolf Schlatter
put it this way:

It is clear that without the
honest attempt to lay aside all



personal concerns and the
opinions of one’s school or party,
and seriously to see, academic
work degenerates into hypocrisy.
But even this honest attempt
cannot overcome the fact that an
observer sees with his own eyes
only what the certainties which

internally determine him allow

him to perceive.%8

There is, furthermore, no reason to
think that the perspective of faith, or
any other perspective for that matter, is
a hindrance to historical investigation.
The uninterested party is rarely the best
candidate for discovering the truth
about any issue. William James put it



this way:

If you want an absolute duffer
in an investigation, you must,
after all, take the man who has no
interest whatever in its results: he
is the warranted incapable, the
positive fool. The most useful
investigator, because the most
sensitive observer, is always he
whose eager interest in one side of
the question is balanced by an
equally keen nervousness lest he

become deceived.82

Students of New Testament theology
have an enthusiastic interest in “one
side of the question”—the side that



informs and instructs their faith. They
need to be cautious that they are not
deceived into reading the New
Testament in ways that only support
their preconceived notions, though the
need for this caution arises from their
interest in the New Testament as a text
under whose authority they should sit.



The Legitimacy of New
Testament Theology

To summarize, the challenges that
Gabler, Wrede, and Réisdnen present to
the New  Testament theologian
helpfully clarify why it is possible to
study New Testament theology and the
purpose for which such study should be
undertaken. Wrede and Réisdnen argue
forcefully  that  studying  New
Testament theology, because its
primary focus is the canon of Christian
Scripture, is fundamentally a Christian
enterprise, undertaken from within the
church.

This does not mean, however, that



the study of New Testament theology is
an act of submission to the fourth-
century councils and bishops who
canonized the New  Testament
documents. Christians who study New
Testament theology stand in continuity
with the Christian communities that
have valued these books since ancient
times as the touchstone of Christian
identity. Their decision to treat
precisely these books also flows from
an inner, spiritual conviction that they
are the Word of God.

The decision to work with the canon
and for the church also does not betray
a less than global focus. New
Testament theologians often believe
that the gospel they proclaim through



their work can aid those outside the
church by making the Scriptures
intelligible to them and leading them to
an encounter with God.

Gabler, Wrede, and Raiisdnen also
argue forcefully that in order to listen
attentively to the New Testament texts,
interpreters must work to overcome
their preconceived notions about what
the texts should say. This is a principle
with which New Testament theologians
should agree, although for different
reasons than those of the unbelieving
historian who is interested in early
Christianity.  Historians of early
Christianity hope to bracket their
presuppositions in an attempt to listen
to the text so that they might discover



historical information with which to
construct the history of early
Christianity. New Testament
theologians who work within and for
the church hope to hear the text rather
than echoes of their own voices
because they believe the perspective of
the text, and not their own
presuppositions, should shape the
identity of the church.

Wrede and Rdisdnen are skeptical
that New Testament theologians
writing in the service of the church and
with the purpose of proclamation could
restrict the influence of their
presuppositions enough to lend their
efforts historical legitimacy, and justly
point out examples of the many



failures of New Testament theologians
to do this. There is nevertheless no
reason in principle why New Testament
theologians cannot be as successful at
listening to the texts as secular
historians. Every historian, including
one who argues against theological
bias, is engaged to some extent in
proclamation.

The study of New Testament
theology is, therefore, not a narrow and
self-defeating enterprise. When
pursued within the church and under
the authority of the texts, it can provide
the means through which the prophetic
voice of the texts is heard clearly in the
modern church and, through the
church, in the world.



Even if it is possible in principle to
analyze the New Testament
theologically, however, do competing
theological tendencies within the New
Testament itself make writing a
“Theology of the New Testament”
impossible?



DIVERSITY OR
CONTRADICTION?



The Problem

Every Christian who has engaged in
the serious study of the New Testament
has puzzled over the diversity of its
theological statements, a diversity that
sometimes appears, at least on a first
reading, to reach the point of
contradiction. How can Peter say that
God does not want anyone to perish
whereas Mark claims that Jesus told
his parables to prevent the repentance
of some who heard them (2 Peter 3:9;
Mark 4:12)? How can Jesus nullify the
Mosaic dietary commandments in
Mark’s gospel (Mark 7:15, 19) but
claim in both Matthew and Luke that
not even a dot of the law will become



void (Matt. 5:18; Luke 16:17)? How
can James use Genesis 15:6 (“Abraham
believed God, and it was credited to
him as righteousness”) to show that
Abraham’s “faith was made complete
by what he did” (James 2:22), when
Paul uses the same text to show that
“God ... justifies the wicked” (Rom.
4:5)? How can Paul say that there is
neither slave nor free in Galatians 3:28
but that slaves should obey their
earthly masters with fear and trembling
in Ephesians 6:5?

New Testament scholars have
produced a more sophisticated and
lengthier list. The theology of the
historical Jesus is at odds with the
theology that the gospel authors placed



in his mouth. The theology of glory
advocated in Luke—Acts contradicts the
theology of the cross found in Paul.
The theology of John’s “signs source”
contradicts the theology of John
himself. Paul contradicts himself in
many ways on the subject of the
Mosaic law. The institutionalized,
“early catholic” picture of the church
in the Pastoral Letters contradicts the
loosely organized, Spirit-driven picture
of the church in the authentic letters.
And this is only the tip of a large
iceberg.

As we will see in the pages that
follow, many of the theological
“problems” in the New Testament
evaporate under careful historical and



literary scrutiny. Even so, it is clear
that the New Testament is a collection
of writings characterized by
theological diversity. How should
Christians handle this diversity?



A Canon within the Canon?

Since the Enlightenment, it has
become common to solve the problem
of theological diversity in the New
Testament by identifying a “canon
within the canon.” This approach
specifies a core of theological teaching
within the New Testament that all
Christians should embrace and that
serves as a theological standard against
which competing theologies within the
New Testament can then be measured.
This approach to theological diversity
within the New Testament has a long
history, but its modern roots seem to
lie in Martin Luther’s claim that
“justification by faith” is the



touchstone of all theology, including
the theology expressed in the Christian

canon.”? Luther found four canonical
books—Hebrews, James, Jude, and
Revelation—deficient by this standard
and relegated them to an appendix in
his translation of the Bible. He was
especially hostile toward James with
its claim that faith without works is
dead and its apparent lack of teaching
about Christ. Speaking to students at
the university in Wittenberg, he
commented, “We should throw the
Epistle of James out of this school.”Z
John’s gospel, Paul’s letters, and 1
Peter, by contrast, formed “the true
kernel and marrow of all the books.”Z2

This approach blossomed during the



eighteenth century, especially in
Germany, and reappeared in Gabler’s
famous inaugural lecture. As we have
seen, Gabler argued that after biblical
scholars have understood the biblical
material in its original context, they
must separate what is culturally
conditioned, time-bound, and useless in
the Scriptures from the universal
theological truths that can be mined
from its pages. Once these universal
truths have been carefully harvested
from the grit and grime of their
original historical setting, they can be
delivered to the systematic theologian,
who should then use them to construct
a universally acceptable modern
theology. This is not simply a matter of



transferring the theological principle
behind certain culturally conditioned
texts into the modern world, but may
involve distinguishing between “the
opinions of the Apostles” and the

“truly divine,” dogmatically useful

truths of Scripture.”3

Much later, Rudolf Bultmann
maintained that New Testament writers
frequently obscured their deepest
theological insights behind ancient
mythologies and cultural trappings.
New Testament theologians, he said,
must use an encyclopedic knowledge of
ancient culture and a sensitive
understanding of the perennial problem
of human existence to separate myth

from insight in the New Testament.”*



Bultmann called this procedure
“content  criticism” (Sachkritik) and
believed that through its careful
implementation one could actually
understand the New Testament writers
better than they had wunderstood
themselves.

Thus, for example, Bultmann
believed that when Paul spoke of the
resurrection of the dead in 1
Corinthians 15, he inevitably wrapped
the real content of what he intended to
say in “the oriental salvation myth of

the Original Man.”22 Although we can
no longer accept this myth in the way
Paul did, we can penetrate beneath the
myth to Paul’s basic point: “When Paul
speaks of the resurrection of the dead,



it is clear that he means to speak of us,
of our reality, of our existence, of a

reality in  whichwe stand.”Z8
Occasionally Paul strays from the path
of such transcendent insights, as when
he mounts an apologetic for the
resurrection of Jesus from the dead as a
credible historical fact (1 Cor. 15:3-8).
These detours from Paul’s real content
should be set aside—along with the
cultural trappings in which his real
meaning is expressed—as irrelevant
for the church today.”Z

Bultmann’s student Ernst Kdsemann
put his teacher’s approach to the text in
even more radical terms and came to
more radical conclusions. He claimed
that the New Testament contains



“irreconcilable theological

contradictions.””2 Because of this, he
urged that some important theological
tendencies within the New Testament,
such as the movement toward
institutional structure and
unquestioning acceptance of authority

(“early catholicism”), be rejected.”?
Some feminist and liberation
theologians have followed this trend by
claiming that the experience of the
oppressed should take on the status of
divine revelation and that this new
revelation should sit in judgment on

the supposedly patriarchal, elitist, and

homophobic elements of the canon.2?

Thus Neil Elliott has argued that the
six letters falsely attributed to Paul in



the New Testament depict a
“gentrified” apostle who advocates
slavery and the oppression of women.
Paul himself taught the liberation of
the socially oppressed, but the church
has often allowed the pseudo-Paul of
these pseudepigrapha to control its
understanding of the real Paul of the
authentic letters. The church should
therefore reject the “gentrified” Paul of
the Pastoral Letters and return to the
original Paul with his program of

radical social change.8!

This long-standing method of
handling theological diversity within
the canon is unsatisfactory, however,
for two reasons. First, it is subjective
and individualistic. It can claim no



higher authority than the judgment of
an individual or a group that a
particular text should not be

authoritative.82 Thus it is difficult to
know how advocates of a canon within
the canon would answer interpreters
who regard as their canon precisely
those texts that others have rejected as
prescientific or oppressive. What
would Rudolf Bultmann say to the
person who would rather adopt Paul’s
ancient mythology than Bultmann’s
existentialism? What would Ernst
Kédsemann say to the person who
wanted to make the “early catholicism”
of the New Testament normative? And
on what grounds would Neil Elliott
claim that the historical Paul is more



authentically = Christian than the
gentrified Paul of the Pastorals?

One person’s husk will always be
another person’s kernel, and it is
difficult to say how the canon-within-
the-canon approach to Scripture can
legitimately elevate one theological
strain within the text as authentically
Christian but discard another as

offensive.83 Kiasemann’s claim that
“the authority of the canon is never
greater than the authority of the Gospel
which should be heard from it” does

not solve the problem.24 This assertion
only prompts the question, “Whose
definition of the gospel should we
accept, and on what authority should
we accept it?”



Second, this approach fails to
recognize the antiquity and universality
of the canon. A part of the canon that
may appear to one generation of
Christians or to Christians in a certain
setting as useless may be the prophetic
voice of God to another generation of
Christians or to those in other settings.
As Luke Timothy Johnson says, “A
measure that can be altered by addition
or subtraction at any time and place
cannot have the capacity to address

every time and place.”82 The exclusion
of supposedly primitive or oppressive
texts in the New Testament, therefore,
is not an adequate answer to the
problem of theological diversity within
it.



In summary, focusing on some
irreducible theological core within the
New Testament and then rejecting
elements that fail to cohere with this
core is not a successful strategy for
coping with the theological diversity of
the New Testament. It is both
subjective and myopic. It is necessary
to follow another path.



A Way Forward

A more promising strategy for
handling the diversity within the New
Testament is to recognize its principal
theological themes and then to follow
two paths when significant deviations
from those themes arise. Sometimes it
is necessary to look closely at the texts
that supposedly run counter to the
dominant theological trend. Often these
texts have been too quickly dismissed
without taking adequate account of
their literary or historical contexts. On
close inspection, and for good
historical reasons, these texts can often
be found not to swerve away from the
dominant theological trend of the New



Testament after all. Claims that the
New Testament contains fundamental
theological contradictions can be met
with reasonable counter-arguments.
These arguments are based both on the
basic insight that the New Testament
texts are the Word of God and on good
historical-critical procedures.

At other times, however, the best
historical reconstruction of the text
seems to yield a meaning that is
contradictory to the canon’s dominant
theological tendency. When this
happens, it seems necessary to view the
apparent  divergence as  itself
theologically significant. If we try to
minimize it either by trimming the
canon down to a size that fits us



theologically or by advancing
implausible harmonizations, we
impoverish our understanding of God.
The theological diversity of the New
Testament shows us that at the same
time God is near us he is also beyond
our comprehension.

The Tension as Evidence of
God’s Nearness

It shows us that God is near us
because apparent theological
divergence in the canon is often the
result of the profoundly contingent
nature of the New Testament writings.
If Luke and Mark had coauthored a



treatise on the Mosaic law, we would
probably know with certainty how
Jesus did not invalidate any part of the
Mosaic law yet declared the Mosaic
food laws invalid. If Paul had written a
book on eschatology, we would
probably understand clearly how Jesus
can come unexpectedly—Iike a thief in
the night—and yet certain signs can
precede his coming. But Luke and
Mark wrote gospels and Paul wrote
letters to early Christian communities.
Their purpose was not theoretical
reflection but calling people to
repentance and providing pastoral
oversight for various local churches.
Because of this, certainty about how
their sometimes tensive theological



statements cohere must sometimes
elude us. We are missing the wider
body of knowledge that provides the
key to this coherence.

It would be easy to bemoan our loss.
Before we do this, however, we should
recall the theological gain of having a
body of  Scriptures that are
fundamentally evangelistic and
pastoral in nature. That God revealed
himself to us in this way shows us that
he is a gracious God who comes to his
people of his own initiative and in the
midst of their day-to-day existence. He
is interested in the problems faced by
the runaway slave Onesimus, the sick
messenger Epaphroditus, and
marginalized social groups like the



poor in whom Luke and James express
such interest.

The Tension as Evidence of
God’s Otherness

At the same time that the diversity
of New Testament theology should
show us the nearness of God, however,
it should also show us that people are
incapable of understanding him fully.
The resolution to some theological
tensions within the New Testament
probably lies beyond the
comprehension of the Christian who
believes that the New Testament is
God’s Word. This does not mean that



the tensions have no comprehensible
explanation, only that the explanation
lies beyond the ability of human
reasoning, tainted as it is by sin and
infirmity, to understand. If this is
fideism, then it is what the philosopher
C. Stephen Evans calls a “responsible
fideism”—the idea that although
reason has an important role to play in
understanding God and his Word, it is

reasonable to recognize that it has

limitations only faith can overcome.8°

This way of understanding aspects of
God’s revelation that appear to be in
tension with one another has precedent
in the New Testament itself. In Romans
9-11, for example, Paul addresses a
problem that seems to set God’s



promises to Israel in the Scriptures
against the gospel as Paul has
explained it in Romans 1-8. Paul has
argued at length in those chapters that
both Jews and Gentiles are sinful and
fall under the just condemnation of
God. Because of this, Paul says, the
Jew has no privilege over the Gentile at
the day of judgment—apart from faith
in Christ Jesus both will stand
condemned. Moreover, the gospel has
had its greatest success among the
Gentiles rather than among the Jews.
This means that not only do Jews stand
condemned alongside godless Gentiles,
but that many Gentiles have
experienced God’s grace and become
part of his people at the same time that



many Jews have been cut off from
God’s people and experienced his
condemnation. But if this is true, what
has become of God’s promises,
particularly in the prophetic books, that
he would give his people a new heart,
make with them a new covenant, and
restore their fortunes? Paul’s letter
seems to stand in irreconcilable
contradiction to the prophetic promises
of God.

Paul’s explanation of this tension is
both complex and, on the basis of
Israel’s Scriptures, unexpected. Paul
claims in Romans 11:7-32 that
although it may not appear that way,
God still plans to be faithful to his
people Israel and that one day all Israel



will be saved through faith in Christ.
Contrary to expectations, God has
planned to do this by bringing such
large numbers of Gentiles into the
company of his people that they will
outnumber the Jews. This does not
mean, however, that the Jews will be
excluded. Rather, the Gentiles will
provoke them to jealousy for the
promises that God gave to them in their
Scriptures, and this in turn will lead
them to embrace the gospel. No one
could have predicted, on the basis of
Paul’s Scriptures, that God would work
in this way to fulfill his promises, but
he revealed to Paul the mystery that
this is his intended way of working. It
is the unexpected nature of this plan



that leads Paul to the doxology of
praise at the end of this section of his
letter to the Romans:

Oh, the depth of the riches of
the wisdom and knowledge of
God!

How unsearchable his
judgments,
and his paths beyond tracing out!

“Who has known the mind of
the Lord?

Or who has been his counselor?

Who has ever given to God,

that God should repay him?”

For from him and through him
and to him are all things.

To him be glory forever! Amen.



Paul is not claiming here that God is
irrational, but that God’s rationality is
at times above human comprehension

until he shows his hand more clearly.?
When we encounter apparently
irreconcilable theological tensions in
the New Testament, therefore, we
should be reminded of “the depth of the
riches of the wisdom and knowledge of
God.”

If such a profound tension between
the prophet’s promises and the
outworking of the gospel can be
resolved in so surprising a way, then
we should expect that other difficult
tensions within the New Testament
itself may have a similarly surprising



solution. Students of the New
Testament should therefore resist the
temptation to flatten the theological
diversity of the New Testament into a
series of logical statements so tight
that the mystery of God’s greatness is
missing from them.



New Testament Theology
and Theological Diversity: A
Summary

The theological diversity of the New
Testament cannot be used as a weapon
in the hands of human reason to force
Christian interpreters of the New
Testament to abandon their study of
New Testament theology. Reason itself
should recognize both its own
usefulness and its limitations and
realize that faith addresses its
limitations. Christian interpreters have
sound philosophical reasons, therefore,
for giving their authoritative texts the
benefit of the doubt. Christians should



not explain the theological diversity of
the New Testament by conceding that it
contains  incompatible  theological
tendencies and by using one of those
tendencies to disfranchise others.

At the same time, Christians should
honor the ancient commitment of the
church to the theological diversity of
its authoritative texts, a commitment
that was well established by the late
second century through the important
place accorded the four gospels, as we
will see in the next chapter. Those who
skirted the scandal of the text’s
diversity by means of harmonizing the
texts were rejected as soundly, if not as
quickly, as those who radically reduced
the number of the texts. It is necessary



for the diversity of the canon to stand
as a witness both to the nearness and to
the otherness of God, who, despite his
infinite wisdom, has met us where we
are through his Word.



HISTORY, THEOLOGY,
UNITY, AND DIVERSITY
IN THE STUDY OF NEW
TESTAMENT THEOLOGY

The student of New Testament
theology faces two critical challenges:
the challenge of the historian who
believes that the historical work of
New  Testament theologians is
hopelessly biased and the challenge of
those who believe that the New
Testament’s theology is hopelessly
diverse.

Many opponents of the discipline of
New Testament theology, at least as it



is practiced by professing Christians,
claim that it is methodologically
flawed. It makes historical claims but
is so laced with theological
presuppositions that its historical
claims are of little value except
perhaps to those who are already
convinced of them. This is a serious
criticism because if it has merit, the
New Testament theologian is reduced
to arguing one of Christianity’s most
important convictions—that its truth
claims are based in historical
occurrences—on grounds that no
unbelieving historian would accept.

In this chapter we have seen that the
Christian does accept through the basic
insight of faith that the New Testament



is the Word of God and therefore a
special body of literature whose own
theological perspectives are worth
studying. This does not mean, however,
that New Testament theology is an
irrational discipline or is crippled from
the start by its unreasonable
presuppositions. Several important
philosophers have recognized that a
basic insight, such as faith, can play a
rational role, alongside reason, in
arriving at the truth. Reason has
limitations that it “reasonably” must
recognize.

Most historians, MOreover,
recognize that even the most objective
unbeliever = approaches  historical
analysis for particular purposes and



with particular presuppositions. The
possession of  presuppositions is
inevitable and should not hinder
historical study, whether for the
believer or for the unbeliever.
Believers have a good reason for
carefully bracketing presuppositions
that do not call into question the basic
insight that the New Testament is the
Word of God; they are motivated by a
desire to listen, not to an echo of their
own prejudices when they read the New
Testament, but to the voice of the text
itself. Only by doing this will they hear
the Word of God.

For much the same reason, the
believer who is a student of New
Testament theology must honor the



theological  diversity  within it.
Although the basic insight of faith can
warrant the conclusion that the
theological emphases of the New
Testament  documents are  not
ultimately contradictory, that same
conviction prohibits solving the
problem of theological diversity either
by reducing the witness of the texts to a
harmonious core or by offering
implausible harmonizations.

The basic insight of faith dictates
that the twenty-seven New Testament
documents comprise an appropriate
subject for study. The crucial role of
history in Christian belief dictates that
students of New Testament theology
understand these documents in their



historical contexts, that they
understand them as objectively as
possible within the boundaries of
Christian commitment, and that they
attempt to honor both the theological
unity and the theological diversity of
these twenty-seven texts.

In the chapters that follow, we will
attempt to honor the theological
diversity of the New Testament by
describing the theological emphases of
each of its twenty-seven discrete texts.
We will also attempt to honor the
theological connections between these
different texts by summarizing them,
both in groups with similar historical
and literary characteristics (the
Gospels and Acts, the Pauline letters,



the non-Pauline letters, and Revelation)
and, at the end, in a concluding
theological overview.
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Part One

THE GOSPELS AND ACTS






Chapter 2

THE PERSISTENCE AND
IMPORTANCE OF A
FOURFOLD GOSPEL

The New Testament contains four

narrative witnesses to the ministry of
Jesus, each of which describes the
theological significance of Christ in
distinctive ways. Since Acts is an
integral part of Luke’s two-part
narrative, it is also part of the fourfold
narrative witness to Jesus. Much



common theological ground unites
these books—they all describe “the
gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God”
(Mark 1:1)—but they are also, as their
titles suggest, the discrete witnesses of
four separate authors (whoever they
might be) to this one gospel. The
unwillingness of many  early
Christians, at least from the third
century, to consider more or fewer
gospels than these four as primary
narrative witnesses to the significance
of Jesus has posed, and continues to
pose, an apologetic problem for the
church. Similarly, the plurality and
diversity of these four witnesses has
over the centuries been the delight of
the church’s critics.



Despite intense pressure from
opponents of  Christianity, from
heretical movements that wanted to
identify with historic Christianity, and
from orthodox Christians themselves,
however, the church eventually decided
against either accepting more than
these gospel narratives or reducing the
offensive plurality of the gospels to a
single, manageable narrative. The
majority of Christians over the
centuries has insisted that these four, in
all their diversity, but only these four
gospel narratives, bear a wholly
truthful witness to the one gospel of
Jesus Christ. Before investigating the
discrete theological intentions of these
four narratives and discussing what



unites them in the following chapters,
therefore, it will be helpful to reflect
on the ancient church’s reasons for its
commitment to these four gospels and
the relevance of its reasoning to more
recent challenges to their authority.



DIVERSITY AMONG THE
GOSPELS AS A PROBLEM
IN THE EANY CHURCH



Efforts to Reduce or
Harmonize the Gospels

As early as the second century, some
people who followed Jesus felt the
diversity of the four most widely
accepted gospels to be a problem. In
the middle of the century, Marcion
claimed that the four gospels reflected
the corrupt Judaizing tendencies of
those who wrote them. He tried to
restore the single, Pauline gospel in all
its purity by radically editing Luke’s
gospel, the one of the four most closely
linked with Paull In later vyears,
Marcion’s followers claimed that the
differences between their own gospel



and the gospels of the orthodox church
signaled the falsity of the orthodox
gospels.?

The Gospel of Peter also appeared
about this time, and although we
neither have its text in its entirety nor
do we know the motives for its
production, it may have been an
attempt to combine elements of the
four widely accepted gospels (in
addition to material from other

sources) into a single narrative.2 This
single narrative is then attributed to the
preeminent apostle Peter. Although it
is impossible to say for certain, the
editor of this text may have wanted to
produce a single, authoritative gospel
that would replace the four widely



known gospels of the church.?

More  orthodox  attempts  at
harmonizing may have occurred with
Justin Martyr and Theophilus of
Antioch, but the effort of Justin’s pupil
Tatian was the most thoroughgoing and

widely known of such attempts.2 Tatian
wove a lengthy and rich narrative of
Jesus’ life out of the four widely
accepted gospels and called it “the
gospel from the four,” or, in Greek,

[to] dia tessaron [euangelion]: the

Diatessaron.? Although we cannot

speak precisely of Tatian’s motives, we
know from his Oration to the Greeks
that he valued simplicity and unity as
signs of truth in both religion and
historical narrative. This philosophical



commitment may have led him to try
to advance the cause of the church by
creating a harmony of its four diverse,
but widely accepted, narratives of
Jesus’ ministry.Z

Tatian’s effort evidently struck a
resonant cord with many Christians.
His Diatressaron became so popular in
the Syriac-speaking church that it was
read in worship, and the four separate
gospels were not translated into Syriac
until the end of the third or the

beginning of the fourth century.®
Eusebius, writing in the early fourth
century, said that copies of the
Diatessaron were still in circulation in
his own time, and the fifth-century
Bishop of Cyrrhus, Theodoret, felt



compelled to insist that copies of the
work be destroyed and replaced with
the four gospels. Both manuscript
discoveries and literary inferences
show that the Diatessaron existed in
Arabic, Persian, Armenian, Latin, Old
High German, Middle Dutch, and

Middle English.2

While all this was happening
overtly, a few of the scribes who
preserved the texts of the four gospels
supplied a steady undercurrent of
harmonizing readings. Those given to
harmonizing tendencies found
particularly offensive the differences
between these gospels in the passion
and resurrection narratives and devised
often subtle means for smoothing out



what they took to be discrepancies.l?

The longer ending of Mark is one of
the earlier and bolder attempts to
harmonize the ending of the gospels. It
was probably constructed in the early
second century in part from the
accounts of Jesus’ resurrection
appearances in the other three

gospels.l1 This addition to Mark must
have repaired what many felt was a
major discrepancy between Mark and
its three companions: the absence of
resurrection appearances of the Lord.



The Use of Gospel
Differences in Anti-
Christian Polemic

Coinciding with this evidence of
discomfort with the fourfold gospel
among many early Christians is
evidence that opponents of Christianity
regularly  pointed to  supposed
discrepancies between the gospels as
proof that Christianity was false.
Celsus, writing about A.D. 180, knew
of Christian efforts to harmonize their
gospels and made merry over it:

Some believers, as though
from a drinking bout, go so far as



to oppose themselves and alter the
original text of the gospel three or
four or several times over, and
they change its character to enable

them to deny difficulties in face of
12

criticism.==
Whether Celsus was thinking of
Marcion, Tatian, the harmonizing work
of scribes, or simply the diversity of
the gospels themselves remains

obscure.l2 It is clear, however, that he
saw the variations in the three (or four)
gospels as an embarrassment for
Christians and charged them with
attempting to remove this stumbling
block by tampering with their texts.
About a century later, the



philosopher Porphyry produced his
book Against the Christians, which
engaged in a much more detailed
critique of the inconsistencies that he
thought plagued the four gospels. He
pointed out, for example, the
differences that a minute comparison
of their accounts of Jesus’ death
revealed. Especially telling for
Porphyry were the differences in Jesus’
final words and the absence from the
Synoptics of John’s reference to the

piercing of Jesus’ side.1 The problem
that Porphyry’s detailed criticism of
the differences between the four
gospels posed for Christian apologists
is clear from Augustine’s laborious
attempt a whole century later to refute



him.

In his treatise On the Harmony of the
Gospels, Augustine says that he
undertook this work because the
adversaries of Christianity “are in the
habit of adducing” as their primary
evidence “that the evangelists are not
in harmony with one another” (1.10; cf.
1.52; 2.1). Throughout his treatise, he
seems to be thinking primarily of

Porphyry.12



The Response of the
Orthodox Church

Despite the pressure exerted by these
forces, both from within orthodoxy and
outside its bounds, and despite the high
quality ~ of  Tatian’s carefully
constructed mega-gospel, most
Christians refused to abandon the four
ancient witnesses to the founding
events of their faith. Marcion’s
insistence on a single gospel was
rejected. The Gospel of Peter, although
it enjoyed acceptance in the church at
Rhossus in Syria and although
Serapion, the early third-century
bishop of Antioch, tolerated it for a



time, was evidently not widely known
even during Serapion’s time and was

never widely accepted.l® Tatian’s
Diatessaron was rejected eventually
even in Syria as an unfit substitute for
the four gospels. The very subtlety with
which  the scribes who made
harmonizing changes to the gospels
tried to hide their repairs also
demonstrates their awareness that most
Christians frowned on the practice.
Origen considered scribes  who
purposely harmonized the gospels to be
rascals:  “Villainous  recklessness”
drove them to harmonize the text

(Comm. Matt. 15.14).1Z Jerome, writing
to Pope Damasus in the late fourth
century, was also deeply annoyed:



The numerous errors in our
manuscripts result first and
foremost from the fact that those
passages in the gospels which
record the same event have been
filled out from one another. To
avoid the difficulties in the four
gospels, men have taken as a
model the first account they have
read, and then corrected the others

to bring them into line with it.18

Most Christians wanted their four
ancient witnesses to the one gospel to
stand as they were, in all their
“offensive” diversity. Even Augustine,
although writing specifically to explain
how the four gospels can be



historically credible despite supposed
discrepancies, affirmed the need for
their separate witness to “the gospel”
and did not wish to replace them with a
single, harmonious narrative (Cons.
1.1-9).



The Reasons for This
Response

The reasons for this reaction to
attempts to remove the offensive
diversity of the four gospels were
theological. Three reasons seem to
have been particularly important.

The Theological Necessity of
Truthful History

The early Christians had a
theological stake in an accurate
historical record of the ministry, death,
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Their



one gospel made historical claims, and
fraudulent forms of that gospel also
made historical claims. It was critical,
therefore, that orthodox  early
Christians plant their own theological
convictions firmly in the earliest
witnesses to Jesus and his significance.
The efforts of Marcion, Tatian, and
harmonizing scribes were useless for
this purpose—they simply did not have
antiquity on their side. Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John, however, were from an
early date and considered by a wide
variety of parties to be the best
witnesses to the historical Jesus.
Irenaeus, writing in the second half
of the second century, claimed that
both orthodox and heretical Christians



grappled for control of the four gospels
because of the widespread conviction
that these gospels were the best
witnesses to the historical Jesus and his
teaching:

So firm is the ground upon
which these Gospels rest, that the
very heretics themselves bear
witness to them, and, starting
from these [documents], each one

of them endeavours to establish

his own peculiar doctrine.1?

Irenaeus then listed four heretical
groups, each of which had attached
itself to a particular gospel: the
Ebionites to Matthew, Marcionites to



Luke, docetists to Mark, and
Valentinians to John. He concluded this
section with this observation: “Since,
then, our opponents do bear testimony
to us, and make use of these
[documents], our proof derived from
them is firm and true.”

Everyone, in other words, had to
appeal to these four texts because they
were commonly accepted as the best
witnesses to the real Jesus. Whatever
the theological battle, it had to be
fought on the battlefield of the gospels
because they were considered the
authoritative voices on Jesus.

The wvalidity of Irenaeus’s claim
about the widespread recognition of the
four gospels is confirmed when we



move back into the first half of the
second century. Justin Martyr, writing
around A.D. 136, can speak of “the
memoirs which I say were drawn up by
His apostles and those who followed
them.”2? This implies that Justin knew
at least four gospels, at least two by

apostles and two by followers.2l It
seems reasonable to conclude that he
was speaking of Matthew and John
(both apostles) and of Luke and Mark
(both followers of apostles), and doing
so in an order that corresponds to the
sequence in which the four gospels

appear in many ancient gospel

collections.22

This conclusion becomes all but
certain when we realize that Justin



quotes from all three Synoptics and
probably alludes to John’s gospel, but
never from noncanonical gospels. He
feels, moreover, no need to argue for
the authority of these gospels but takes
their authority for granted. Statistical
analysis of the actual use of the gospels
in early Christian literature shows why
Justin could do this: From the time of
t h e Apostolic Fathers on, the four
gospels that later became canonical
were quoted and alluded to far more
frequently  than other gospel

literature.?2 The respective intensity
with which the Christian literature of
the second and third centuries quotes
and alludes to the canonical gospels
also basically corresponds to the



ordering of the gospels that Justin
implies: Matthew appears most often,

then John, then Luke and Mark.24

The widespread authority of the four
canonical gospels 1is also tacitly
confirmed by the production of
noncanonical gospels in the second
century, such as the Gospel of Peter
and the Gospel of Thomas. These
gospels mimicked the titles of the four
commonly accepted gospels and used
much of their content because
Matthew, John, Luke, and Mark were
simply the best and most widely
accepted sources for the historical
Jesus available.2> The only hope that
the authors and editors of these texts
had for gaining them acceptance lay in



imitating the commonly accepted
gospels.

Both orthodox Christians and
heretics alike, therefore, acknowledged
the importance of the four gospels. A
wide swath of Christianity
acknowledged these texts to be the
most ancient witnesses to Jesus, and
those who hoped to trace their
theological convictions back to the
Jesus of history had somehow to come
to grips with these gospels. Because its
theology had to be anchored in truthful
historical accounts, therefore, the early
church could not shift its attention
from the four gospels either to one of
the four or to a harmony of the four.
All four, in their offensive plurality,



had to be retained.

The Theological Unity of the
Fourfold Gospel

It is possible to exaggerate the
offense of the gospels’ plurality. Most
early Christians were impressed not
with the divergences among the
gospels but with their theological
unity. For all their diversity, these four
voices speak in unison on the
theological principles that early
orthodox Christians valued most
highly.2® From its earliest days, the
church called those principles “the
gospel.”



In what is probably the earliest
extant Christian text, Paul can already
speak of “the gospel of God” (1 Thess.
2:2, 8, 9), “the gospel of Christ” (1
Thess. 3:2), and of “our gospel” (1
Thess. 1:5; cf. 1 Cor. 15:1-2). A few
years later, Paul is deeply distressed
because troublemakers in Galatia have
“changed the gospel of Christ” into
something that is no gospel at all (Gal.
1:6-7). To this, Paul responds, “even if
we or an angel from heaven should
preach a gospel other than the one we
preached to you, let him be eternally
condemned!” (Gal. 1:8-9; cf. 2 Cor.
11:4). The gospel, in other words, both
hasa firm and unalterable core and
must be preached through human



instruments. Some of these messengers
get it right, and some of them
perversely change it so that their
message can no longer be identified
with the truth of the gospel (Gal. 2:5,
14).

This idea of a single gospel that
people can render in several versions
probably reappears not long after
Paul’s death in the title of Mark’s
gospel. Martin Hengel has suggested
plausibly that whoever first copied the
gospel of Mark for wide circulation
affixed to it the title “the gospel
according to Mark,” borrowing the
term “gospel” from Mark’s first line
(1:1). If so, then from the time Mark’s
gospel began to circulate widely,



Christians recognized that “the gospel
of Jesus Christ” could be rendered
faithfully in more than one form and
that this particular narrative contained

“the gospel according to Mark.”%Z The
same can be said of the other gospels:
to speak of “the gospel according to
Matthew,” “the gospel according to
Luke,” and “the gospel according to
John” implies that one unalterable

gospel lies at the foundation of their

various expressions.28

This conviction breaks into the open
in the second and third centuries. The
late second-century Muratorian Canon
could say that “the one Spirit informs”
the four gospels. Irenaeus, writing
toward the end of the second century,



said similarly that “he who was
manifested to men has given us the
Gospel under four aspects, but bound
together by one Spirit.”22 Origen,
writing in the third century, could
answer Marcion’s disparagement of the
orthodox attachment to four different
gospels with the comment that “there is
one who is preached by all, thus the
gospel written down by many is one in
power, and the gospel that comes by
means of four (to... dia tessaron) is

truly one.”3%

Irenaeus insisted that a common
witness to the one gospel unifies the
four gospels and that no other gospel
can add to or supplant this common
witness. The Valentinians, by adding to



the number of the gospels with “their
own compositions” and by producing
their own Gospel of Truth, deviated
from the one gospel that all four widely
accepted gospels uphold. The Gospel of
Truth, wrote Irenaeus, “agrees in
nothing with the Gospels of the
Apostles, so that [the Valentinians]
have really no Gospel which is not full

of blasphemy.”3!

At this point, Irenaeus introduced
into his argument the witness of the
second part of Luke’s two-part work.
The Acts of the Apostles is valuable
because it shows that the common
theological ground uniting the four
gospels also represents the preaching
of the earliest Christians. Peter, John,



Philip, Paul, Stephen, and James join
the witness of the four gospels to
present a united front against the

theological claims of Marcion and

Valentinus.22

From the time of Paul, Christians
have agreed that orthodoxy is measured
by how closely those who claim to
know who Jesus is and what he taught
conform to the one gospel of Jesus
Christ. At least by the time that the
titles were affixed to Mark, Matthew,
Luke, and John, many Christians
believed that these gospels were
different renderings of this one,
unalterable core. By the time of
Irenaeus, and probably earlier, the
common ground among precisely these



traditional four witnesses was the
standard against which Christians
measured religious claims. Attempts to
add other compositions to their number
or to trump their significance with a
single composition was the method of
those who taught theological error.

The Theological Advantage
of a Pluriform Witness

The early church believed that the
manifold ramifications of the gospel
could not be adequately appreciated by
accepting any fewer than the generally
accepted four gospels. Although they
viewed the theological variation in the



fourfold gospel as in some ways a
stumbling block, they also saw its
advantages.

First, the plurality of the gospels was
just as important in preventing heresy
as acknowledging the one gospel that
lay behind all four gospels. Irenaeus
commented that the heretics err not
only in adding their own deviant texts
to the four gospels but also in focusing
on one gospel narrative to the

exclusion of the others.23 Marcion had
done this by accepting only a truncated

form of Luke’s gospel2* and by
separating Luke’s gospel from the Acts
of the Apostles, which clearly
demonstrates that Paul was not the only
apostle who preached the truth of the



gospel.22 The Valentinians and anti-
Paulinists made the same mistake in
that they wused Luke’s gospel but
ignored his second volume. If they
attended to the truth expressed in the
continuation of  Luke’s  gospel,
however, they would stand corrected
and be saved from their error.
According to Irenaeus, a fully orbed
and therefore correct theology demands
that we accept not merely those gospels
we find most congenial to our
preconceived notions, but also those
that challenge and correct these
notions. Narrowing our focus to one
gospel only, or tailoring the existing
gospels to fit our preconceived ideas,
therefore, is theologically perilous.



Second, some early Christians
probably understood the theological
variation among the four gospels as
advantageous because it demonstrated
that the one gospel of Jesus Christ was
richer in its implications than any
single expression of it could fully
grasp. At least two, and perhaps three,
of the four gospels may themselves
imply this. By incorporating Mark into
the texts of their own gospels, Matthew
and Luke implied that they agreed with
Mark. They accepted his witness as
valid (otherwise they would not have
included it in their own texts) but they
did not believe it was adequate by
itself, and so, to paraphrase Luke, it
seemed good to them also to write their



own orderly accounts (Luke 1:3).
John’s knowledge of the Synoptic
Gospels is a hotly disputed point, but if
he knew them, as Clement of
Alexandria assumed on the basis of an

ancient tradition,2® then he too felt
there was more to be said (cf. John
20:30; 21:25).

In later years, Origen -celebrated
what he understood to be discrepancies
between the gospels because they
pointed to the immense spiritual
treasures that lay beneath the surface of
a literal reading of the text. Although
this hermeneutic was in many ways
misguided, an element of truth lay
beneath it: Origen saw the diversity of
the gospels as a witness to the inability



of any single writer to grasp the full

significance of the one gospel.2

Many early Christians believed,
therefore, that the attempt to sum up
the one gospel in a single, neat package
was ill advised. They understood, as
Oscar Cullmann put it, that “the faith

cries out for manifold witness.”38



THE CONTINUING
RELEVANCE OF THE
EARIY CHURCH’S
RESPONSE

Over the last two centuries the
pressure has again intensified to reduce
the four primary witnesses to a single
metanarrative that then replaces the
Jesus of the four commonly accepted
gospels. Scholars have done this
primarily in the form of the so-called
“quest for the historical Jesus.” The
beginning of the quest is usually dated
to 1778 with the posthumous
publication of Hermann Samuel



Reimarus’s work, “On the Intention of

Jesus and His Disciples.”32 Reimarus
believed that Jesus had been a religious
reformer who became convinced that
he could release the Jews from Roman
captivity and set up a “secular
kingdom.” He succeeded only in
angering the authorities, however, who
captured, tried, and crucified him,
putting his political goals to a
disillusioning end. It was left to his
disciples to pick up the pieces, and they
rehabilitated their teacher as a spiritual
figure who died for human sin, was
resurrected, and would return. The
gospels, said Reimarus, are the deposit
of this reconstruction. In other words,
they are tendentious documents that



can supply useful historical
information, but only after the
historian takes account of their
authors’ deceptive intentions.

In the initial phases of the Jesus
quest, this two-sided approach to the
gospels emerged as a constant theme.
On the one hand the gospels were the
most valuable historical witnesses to
the life and ministry of Jesus, and
therefore the historian had to use them.
On the other hand, those engaged in the
effort to recover the historical Jesus
were deeply suspicious that the
religious faith permeating these
gospels from beginning to end had
masked the real Jesus from view. The
history of the “quest for the historical



Jesus” in its early phases was largely
the story of the attempt, through the
use of various critical tools, to purify
the gospels of their theological
tendentiousness so that they might
yield historical data wuseful for
reconstructing Jesus as he actually
existed.

The “lives of Jesus” that these early
phases of the Jesus quest spawned bear
a resemblance to the efforts of
Marcion, Tatian, and others to
overcome the offensive plurality of the
gospels by supplying in their place a
single account of Jesus.#? Just as
Marcion and Tatian constructed from
one or more of the commonly accepted
gospels a single narrative that fit their



philosophical presuppositions, so the
lives of Jesus that arose out of the
Enlightenment and modernism often
purged the gospel accounts of their
miraculous element in accord with the
rationalistic and ethical
presuppositions of their authors.
Martin Kahler had already noticed
this in 1892 in his book The So-Called
Historical Jesus and the Historic
Biblical Christ. There he observed that
since those who wrote lives of Jesus
found sparse material for a historical
biography in the gospels, they tended
to fit the available evidence together in
ways that reflected their own
ideological presuppositions. “Some
outside force must rework the



fragments of the tradition,” said
Kéhler. “This force is nothing other
than the theologian’s imagination—an
imagination that has been shaped and
nourished by the analogy of his own

life and of human life in general.”%
For Kdhler, it was impossible to get to
the real Jesus by going behind the
gospels. Those who tried to do so only

succeeded in constructing a “fifth

gospel” patterned after themselves.#2

More recent, postmodern efforts to
describe the “real” Jesus have given a
more prominent place to various
noncanonical texts than did previous
forms of the Jesus quest. The
hypothetical literary source that
Matthew and Luke both used (often



called Q), the Gospel of Thomas, at
least parts of the Gospel of Peter, and
the so-called Secret Gospel of Mark are
sometimes added to the witness of the
Synoptic Gospels, and occasionally
privileged over them, in the effort to
describe Jesus as he really was rather
than Jesus as the canonical gospels
portray him. The result of this
expansion of admissible evidence for
Jesus to texts beyond the four gospels
is then sometimes used to produce an
account of Jesus intended to replace the
accounts in the four gospels and in
traditional Christian belief 43

The early church’s argument that the
real Jesus is the Jesus of the four
gospels is almost as relevant to these



modern and postmodern quests for the
historical Jesus as it was to ancient
efforts to multiply or reduce the
number of narrative witnesses to Jesus.
To the extent that the quest for the
historical Jesus in its various forms
claims to give us a real Jesus that
stands over against the Jesus of the
gospels, these claims need to be
evaluated historically, just as Irenaeus
evaluated the historical method of
Marcion, the Valentinians, and the
anti-Paulinists in his time.

The Christian commitment to the
truthfulness of the one gospel that lies
behind the gospel’s four diverse
witnesses, therefore, should caution
Christians against a flight from inquiry



into the historical Jesus or a denial that
the historical-critical method can be

used to write Jesus’ biography.# In the
words of N. T. Wright’s witty
paraphrase of Festus, “Christianity
appeals to history; to history it must
g0.”42 Since for Christians historical
study is theologically important, they
can and should meet the challenge of
the Jesus quest on the battlefield of
historiography, just as Irenaeus and
Augustine tried to do in answer to the
historiographical challenges of heretics
and skeptics in their own time.

The results of this kind of historical-
critical investigation tend to confirm
the judgments of the early church about
the historical value of the gospels. The



various noncanonical texts that those
involved in the Jesus quest have
brought into the discussion cannot
stand shoulder to shoulder with the
canonical gospels in their usefulness as
sources for the historical Jesus. Except
in the case of Q, which itself is only
known from the canonical texts,
reasonable  historical investigation
points to the conclusion that these
noncanonical texts are not equal to or
more valuable than the canonical
gospels in their witness to the

historical Jesus and may in fact be

dependent on them.*5

As important as this kind of
historical study is, however, it is also
important that Christians who engage



in the Jesus quest avoid the tendency of
its participants to produce
metanarratives that supplant the
gospels. Even a robust historical
account of Jesus that is theologically
faithful to the gospels and takes
account of faith as well as historical
method as a way of knowing cannot
replace the four gospels as a guide to
the real Jesus. Tatian’s Diatessaron,
unlike Marcion’s edition of Luke’s
gospel or Valentinus’ Gospel of Truth,
apparently taught nothing explicit that
was theologically offensive to most
Christians. The unitary form of the
Diatessaron implied, however, that
Tatian could fix a deficiency in the
fourfold form of the gospel—the



tensions that existed between the
various accounts—and was therefore
superior to that traditional form.
Eventually, Christians concluded that
only the four gospel narratives, each
written from a particular perspective,
could bear adequate witness to the one
gospel of Jesus Christ.

To the extent that the study of the
historical Jesus shows the plausibility
of the Christian claim that “God was
reconciling the world to himself “ (2
Cor. 5:19) not merely in the Christ of
faith but also in the Jesus of history, it
is a useful enterprise. To the extent that
it participates in a quest to find the
“real” Jesus behind the tendentious
mask of the four gospels or seeks to



replace the four gospels with even a
pious harmony of them, then from the
perspective of traditional Christian
commitment to the gospel in fourfold

form, it is misguided.%



THE THEOLOGICAL
IMPORTANCE OF THE
FOURFOLD GOSPEL

From ancient times to the present,
the insistence among most Christians
that the real Jesus is the Jesus
described in Mark, Matthew, Luke, and
John has both posed an apologetic
challenge and made an important
theological contribution. The challenge
has arisen from the differences among
the four gospels. Do these differences
rise to the level of contradictions? If
so, are the contradictions so serious
that they impugn the historical claims



of the Christian faith?

The contribution that the four
gospels make arises from their
antiquity, unity, and diversity. The
historical claims of Christianity are so
important that the very antiquity of the
gospels in their present form demands
their preservation as witnesses to Jesus,
whatever the differences among them
might be. The large measure of
common theological ground among the
four, and between the four and the
apostolic witness contained in the rest
of the New Testament, shows that their
antiquity is matched by their
fundamental theological unity. Their
diversity attests to the richness of the
gospel. It reminds Christians that the



gospel is not the possession of any
particular sectarian group and that the
gospel is more profound than human
schemes to harmonize it and manage it
are able to comprehend.

For all these reasons, an account of
the separate testimonies of each of the
four gospels to the significance of
Jesus is an important aspect of the
study of New Testament theology.
Since the separate testimonies of the
gospels possess a unity that Christians
have recognized as the one gospel of
Jesus Christ at least since the gospels
received their titles, it is also important
to describe this common ground. In the
chapters that follow, we look first at
the separate theological witnesses of



Mark, Matthew, Luke—Acts, and John,
and then at the common theological
ground that unites them.
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Chapter 3

MARK: THE DEATH
OF GOD’S SON AS
GOOD NEWS

Mark’s gospel is a puzzling
gospel. Its first line says that it
tells the glad tidings about Jesus
the Messiah and Son of God, but
Jesus consistently silences those
who identify him this way in the
narrative. When Jesus calls his
disciples, they immediately leave
everything to follow him, but



throughout the narrative they fail
to comprehend his teaching.
Despite Jesus’ identity as the
Christ and the Son of God, the
leaders of the Jewish people,
almost without exception, reject
him, and some of them plot his
death. Mark makes it clear that
Jesus rose from the dead, but in a
final mysterious stroke, those who
first discover his resurrection flee
from his tomb in fear and say
nothing to anyone. Oddly, that is
how Mark’s gospel ends. What is
“glad” about these tidings?!

The puzzling nature of Mark’s
gospel may have contributed to its
neglect in the early centuries of



the church. It may be one reason
why Matthew and Luke both made
use of Mark to write gospels of
their own. While they valued
Mark’s witness and so included it
in their own accounts, they wisely
realized that Mark was too
enigmatic to function as the sole
available narrative about the
“gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of
God.”

The early church was also wise,
however, not to supplant Mark’s
gospel with other accounts. This
gospel’s curious character is part
of a profound theological
statement about who Jesus is,
what he came to do, and how God



promises to restore through him
people with even the hardest
hearts. For Mark, Jesus is the
human manifestation of the God
of the Jewish Scriptures. He came
to fulfill the eschatological
expectations expressed in those
Scriptures, particularly in Isaiah,
that God would one day visit and
restore  his  people.  Jesus
proclaimed the reign of God
anticipated in Isaiah’s prophecy,
and like Isaiah’s Servant of the
Lord, he died an atoning death for
God’s people. Mark wants his
readers to know that this death can
effectively atone for any sin, even
the sin of those who abandoned



Jesus in his hour of greatest need
and even the sin of those who
plotted his death, for Jesus came
not to call the righteous but
sinners to repentance.



THE IDENTITY OF
JESUS



The Importance of
Jesus’ Identity in Mark

Jesus’ identity is a central
concern of Mark’s gospel. This is
clear from a number of
considerations. One of the most
important of these is the
frequency with which all sorts of
people in the gospel ask, in

various ways, who Jesus is.2

e “What is this?” everyone
asks in 1:27, “A new teaching
—and with authority! He
even gives orders to evil
spirits and they obey him.”3



e “Why does this fellow talk
like that?” ask the scribes in
2:7. “He’s blaspheming! Who
can forgive sins but God
alone?”

e “Who is this?” ask Jesus’
awe-struck disciples in 4:41.
“Even the wind and the
waves obey him!"

e “Where did this man get
these things?” ask the people
from Jesus’ hometown in
6:2-3. “What’s this wisdom
that has been given him, that
he even does miracles! Isn’t
this the carpenter? Isn’t this
Mary’s son and the brother of
James, Joseph, Judas and



Simon? Aren’t his sisters
here with us?”

e “Who do people say I am?”
Jesus himself asks of his
disciples in 8:27, and again in
8:29, “Who do you say I
am?”

e “Why do you call me good?”
he asks a rich man in 10:18.
“No one is good—except God
alone.”

e “Are you the Christ, the Son
of the Blessed One?” the high
priest asks of Jesus in 14:61.

All three major groups in the
gospel—the populace, the
antagonistic Jewish leaders, and



the disciples—from the beginning
of the gospel to its conclusion
want to know who Jesus is.
Mark’s gospel was written, in
part, to provide an answer.

Why did Mark want to answer
this question? One influential
proposal claims that Mark was
faced with contradictory traditions
about Jesus—some of which
supported the notion that he had
never made any supernatural
claims for himself and others of
which assumed that he was a
glorious being from God. If so,
then perhaps Mark constructed his
gospel to show that Jesus was the
glorious Messiah and Son of God



during his lifetime, yet he silenced
and hid this truth in various ways

from people around him.# That
much of his gospel nevertheless
contradicts this notion with the
breaking of the “messianic secret”
and other public demonstrations
of his identity was no deterrent to
Mark—he was a “painfully na?ve”
author and, in any case, his
theological ideas about Jesus, not

a plausible story, were his main

concern.2

Another proposal claims that
Mark disagreed with a vision
current in his community of Jesus
as a wonder-working “divine
man” who transferred his powers



to his disciples. Perhaps, it is said,
he refuted this vision of Jesus and
his followers by reproducing it
alongside a competing vision of
Jesus as the Suffering Servant who

called on his disciples to suffer.%
On this theory, all the excitement
over Jesus’ miracle-working
activity in Mark 1:1-8:29 is
presented in the hope that readers
will learn from Jesus himself in
Mark 8:29-16:8 not to take this
miracle-working activity
seriously.”

Neither of these understandings
of the reasons for Mark’s focus on
Jesus’ identity is plausible, nor are
other explanations likely that



require both Mark and his readers
to be either unusually gullible or
unusually sophisticated. Mark’s
narrative, although puzzling, is
not as odd as these readings would

make it8 He says in the first
several sentences of his gospel
why he concentrates on Jesus’
identity. He wants to tell anyone
who will listen to him that Jesus is
the Messiah, the Son of God,
whom the prophets Isaiah and
Malachi said would come. In other
words, he wants to define Jesus’
identity in scriptural terms and to
show that Jesus fulfills the
expectations of the prophets that
God would one day come to his



people for deliverance and
judgment.

Who, then, is Jesus? Mark tells
us in the first line of his gospel
that he is both Messiah and Son of
God.



Jesus’ Messiahship and
Divine Sonship in
Historical Context

Like many first-century Jews,
Mark believed that the Scriptures
told of a future king who would
come and rule God’s people Israel
with justice and establish Israel’s
hegemony over the Gentiles who
so often oppressed them. The
Scriptures implied that this great
king would be a descendent of
David both physically and in
spirit. As 2 Samuel 7:9b—16 said,
God would establish David’s
throne forever through a son of



David whom God would also

consider his own son.? In this way,
God would rescue his people from
the oppression of their wicked
enemies.

Psalm 2 picks up this theme,
describing how God will give his
king victory over all the nations
who oppose him and his people.
This king is described as God’s
son and the “anointed one” of

God’s people.l? In the Hebrew
text, “anointed one” translates the
Hebrew word “messiah,” and
when this psalm was rendered into
Greek, its translator put this word

down as christos.lL Jeremiah and
Ezekiel remembered that David



had been Israel’s shepherd king,
taken, as Psalm 78:70-71 says,
from “the sheep pens ... to be the
shepherd of his people Jacob,” and
they both envisioned a time when
God would replace the wicked
“shepherds,” or kings, of his
people with a king from David’s
line (Jer. 23:1-6; Ezek. 34:1-6,
15-16, 23-24)12 Through this
king, they claimed, God himself
would shepherd his people.
According to Jeremiah, these days
would be so happy for God’s
people that God’s deliverance of
them from Egypt would pale in
significance by comparison (Jer.
23:7-8).



By the first century B.C. these
ideas had coalesced into a firm
belief, at least among some Jews,
in a coming king called both “the
son of David” and “the Lord

Messiah” (Pss. Sol. 17:21, 32).13
According to one articulation of
the vision, this king would answer
the prophecy of 2 Samuel 7:12 and
16 that God would raise up
“offspring” (lit., in the LXX,
sperma, “seed”) for David who
would establish his throne forever
(Pss. Sol. 17:4). The Messiah
would come to a nation previously
purified of its sins (Pss. Sol. 18:5)
and, when he arrived, would purge
Jerusalem and the land of their



Gentile oppressors (Pss. Sol.
17:22-25) and of any remaining
unrighteous Israelites (Pss. Sol.
17:26-27, 32). Here too the
Davidic Messiah is a shepherd of
God’s people:

Faithfully and righteously
shepherding the Lord’s flock,
he will not let any of them
stumble in their pasture. (Pss.
Sol. 17:40)

Fortunate are those who
live in those days to see the
good things of the Lord. (Pss.
Sol. 18:6; cf. 17:44).



John 7:42 indicates that
speculation about the Messiah,
based on 2 Samuel 7:9b—16, was
common in the first century.
There John tells us that when the
crowds in Jerusalem for the Feast
of Booths heard Jesus’ teaching, a
debate broke out about whether
Jesus was the Messiah. Some of
the debaters, ignorant of Jesus’
real birthplace, weighed in against
the idea with the comment, “Does
not the Scripture say that the
Christ will come from David’s
family [lit., seed] and from
Bethlehem, the town where David
lived?” Their reference to David’s



“seed” could only come from 2
Samuel 7:12.14



Mark’s Understanding
of Jesus’ Messiahship
and Divine Sonship

Mark wants his readers to know
that Jesus fulfills many of these
current messianic expectations.
This understanding of Jesus’
identity appears explicitly at the
beginning, in the middle, and near
the end of Mark’s narrative. His
first line, with its designation of
Jesus as the Christ, the Son of
God, echoes the language of
Psalm 2, which calls the king both
God’s “christ” (2:2) and his “son”
(2:7, 12).1> In the middle of the



narrative, and at the climax of the
various questions about Jesus’
identity, Peter confesses him to be
the “Christ.” Jesus, who only
silences correct understandings of
his identity in the narrative,
indicates his acceptance of this
title with a warning for his
disciples not to tell anyone about

him (Mark 8:29-30).1° Near the
gospel’s conclusion, Jesus affirms
again that this understanding of
his identity is correct when the
high priest asks him, “Are you the
Christ, the Son of the Blessed
One?” (14:61). Jesus responds
with an unambiguous, “I am”
(14:62).



Mark  also  reveals  the
importance of this identification
for Jesus in more subtle ways. In
the account of Jesus’ baptism, the
Spirit of God descends on Jesus,
indicating that God has “anointed”
him king (1:10), and immediately
following this, God himself
speaks from heaven to identify
Jesus specifically as his Son
(1:11).1Z Again, Jesus is both
Messiah and Son of God in the
sense of 2 Samuel 7 and Psalm

218 Tater, just before Jesus feeds
the five thousand on the shore of
the Sea of Galilee, Mark tells us
that Jesus surveyed the crowd and
“had compassion on them,



because they were like sheep
without a shepherd” (Mark 6:34;
cf. 14:27). Here, Jesus takes the
role of the Davidic shepherd king.
As Jesus’ passion draws closer,
the title “Son of David” emerges,
first on the lips of blind
Bartimaeus as he shouts to get
Jesus’ attention so that he might
be healed (10:47-48), and then, a
few paragraphs later, when the
crowds greet Jesus’ arrival in
Jerusalem with the cry, “Blessed
is the coming kingdom of our
father David!” (11:10).

The passion narrative itself
demonstrates, however, that Mark
was not fully satisfied with



casting Jesus in the role of the
Davidic Messiah, and also shows
us why this is true. When Pilate
asks Jesus whether he is “the king
of the Jews,” Jesus responds
hesitantly, “so you say” (sy legeis,
15:2). This is a way of affirming
the correctness of the designation
without embracing it fully.12

The reason for this hesitation
becomes clear as the narrative
proceeds. Both the Roman soldiers
who carry out the crucifixion and
the Jewish elders, scribes, and
Sanhedrin who want Jesus
crucified believe that Jesus claims
to be “the king of the Jews,” but
they misunderstand the sense in



which he fills this role. The
Roman soldiers demonstrate their
confusion about what it means
that Jesus is the Messiah when
they mock him by dressing him in
a parody of royal garb (15:17-18).
Clearly they think that he is
claiming the power of some
political office. The chief priests
and scribes similarly mock Jesus
as he suffers on the cross with the
taunt, “He saved others ... but he
can’t save himself! Let this Christ,
this King of Israel, come down
now from the cross, that we may
see and believe” (15:31-32). They
too believe that if he is the
Messiah, he must fulfill this role



by asserting his power to his own
benefit, and presumably in order
to triumph over his enemies.
Mark, however, wants his
readers to understand that Jesus’
messiahship is both less and more
than these common expectations
imply. It is less, because Jesus did
not intend to use his messianic
identity to save himself or the
“righteous” within his own people.
As his teaching and healing
activity demonstrated, he came for
the benefit of the demon-
possessed, the perpetually
unclean, Gentiles, and any who
understood themselves to be
sinners. He came, moreover, not



to be served but to serve and to
give his life as a ransom for many
(10:45; cf. 14:24). Ironically, had
he saved himself from the cross
(15:31), in that action he would

have failed also to save others.22
In the political sense, therefore,
his messianic role failed to fill
contemporary expectations.

In another sense, however,
Jesus was far more than a
righteous king and specially
designated “son” of God. Mark
wants his readers to understand
that Jesus is the Messiah who is
“Son of God” in a unique sense
that goes beyond what we might
expect simply by merging 2



Samuel 7 with Psalm 2.2

The importance of the title “Son
of God” to Mark is immediately
apparent from the number of
times it appears in his gospel and
from the crucial places at which it
appears in the flow of the
narrative. The designation appears
nine times—in the opening line, at
Jesus’ baptism, three times on the
lips of demon-possessed people, at
the transfiguration, in the parable
of the wicked tenants, as a part of
the charges leveled against Jesus
at his trial, and on the mouth of
the Roman centurion who
confesses that Jesus “truly ... was

the Son of God.”22 Like the



designation “Christ,” therefore, it
appears at the beginning, in the
middle, and near the end of the
gospel .22

"Son of God,” however, takes
on greater importance than
“Christ” as a title for Jesus. This
becomes clear from  four
considerations. First, it is the title
for Jesus on which both God and
Jesus agree in the narrative. Twice
the voice of God himself breaks
into Mark’s account of Jesus’
ministry to say that Jesus is his
Son (1:11; 9:7), and, in Jesus’
telling of the parable of the
wicked tenants, he uses this

designation of himself (12:6).24



Second, the title appears at the
narrative’s most important point
—the moment of Jesus’ death.
This is the point toward which
everything has been moving since
Jesus’ prediction of his death in
2:20, and, by Jesus own testimony
in 10:45, is a major reason for his
coming. At precisely this most
important moment, the centurion
in attendance at Jesus’ crucifixion
confesses what God, the demons,
and Jesus himself, but no other
person in the narrative, has
understood—that Jesus is the Son

of God (15:39).22
Third, during the period of
Jesus’ teaching in the temple area



just before his passion, he makes a
point of showing his hearers that
the Messiah is more than merely
the Son of David by referring to
Psalm 110:1: “The Lord said to
my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand
until I put your enemies under
your feet”” (Mark 12:36). Jesus
and his hearers take this to be a
psalm of David. They also believe
that the first “Lord” refers to God
and that the second “Lord” refers
to the Messiah, whom God will
make victorious over his enemies
(12:35). If all this is true, says
Jesus, then in this passage David
calls the Messiah his “Lord,” and
this means that the Messiah must



be more than simply David’s
descendent (12:37). Within the
context of Mark’s gospel, the
solution to this mystery, as 1:1
states and 1:10-11 and 14:61
imply, is that Jesus is not only the
Davidic Messiah but also, and
more importantly, the Son of

God.2®

Fourth, the primary importance
of this title for Jesus is visible in
the questions the high priest and
Pilate ask at his two trials. When
the high priest asks Jesus whether
he is the Christ, the Son of the
Blessed One, he unambiguously
says, “I am” (ego eimi, 14:61). But
when Pilate asks Jesus whether he



is “the king of the Jews,” with no
reference to his divine sonship,
Jesus responds with reserve, “so
you say” (sy legeis, 15:2). Jesus is
the Messiah, but in a special sense

that the phrase “Son of God” helps

to define.2Z

The term “Son of God,”
however, is itself subject to a
variety of meanings. Not only did
Mark’s Scriptures recognize the
special relationship between God
and his appointed monarch in
Jewish tradition, but they called
all Israel God’s “firstborn son”
(Ex. 4:22-23; Hos. 11:1) and
sometimes referred to angelic
beings as “sons of God” (e.g.,



Gen. 6:2, 4; Job 1:6; 38:7; Dan.
3:25).28 Mark was probably also
aware that in Greek tradition, Zeus
was considered to be “father of
both men and gods” (Iliad 1.544;
cf. Epictetus, Diatr. 3.24.14-16)
and that in Roman tradition, the
emperor could be described as the

“son of a god.”22

Perhaps because of this
potential ambiguity, Mark wanted
his readers to know that Jesus was
“the Son of God” in a unique
sense. Thus, when God announces
that Jesus is his Son in 1:11 and
9:7, Mark’s Greek reveals the
unique nature of his sonship. In
each instance, Mark uses the



Greek adjective agapétos (“only
beloved”) in  what  Greek
grammarians call the “second
attributive position.” An adjective
in this position receives particular
stress. In both 1:11 and 9:7,
therefore, God says that Jesus is
“my son—the uniquely beloved

one.”2? The high priest at Jesus’
trial seems to understand the
unusual connotations of Jesus’
claim to divine sonship in the
parable of the wicked tenants
(12:6). Looking for a conviction,
he asks Jesus the apparently
astounding question, “Are you the
Christ, the Son of the Blessed
One?” (14:61).



The unique nature of Jesus’
relationship to God is evident
throughout = Mark’s  narrative.
When Jesus forgives the sins of
the paralytic in 2:5, the scribes
think disapprovingly, “Who can
forgive sins but God alone?”
Although the question is rhetorical
—the scribes intend it to be a
statement of the obvious truth that
Jesus has usurped a divine
prerogative—it  prompts  the
Christian reader to think of Jesus
as acting in the way God acts.
Mark has led us to think of Jesus
as God. This impression is
confirmed in 4:41 when, after
stilling the raging storm, the



disciples ask, “Who is this that
even the wind and the waves obey
him?” The disciples know that the
stilling of raging storms is the
business of Yahweh (Ps. 65:7;
89:9; 107:28-30), and their
question implies the unthinkable
—that when they are in the
presence of Jesus, they are in the

presence of God himself.3!

The same implication arises
from Jesus’ question to the rich
man. Jesus asks, “Why do you call
me good? No one is good—except
God alone” (10:18). We know by
this time in the narrative that
Jesus is good; as the people of the
Decapolis have said, “He has done



everything well” (7:37). But if
Jesus is good and no one is good
but God alone, then this implies

that Jesus is God.32

This does not mean that Mark
somehow thought either that God
and his Son were identical persons
or that they were two separate
gods. The most important
commandment in the Mosaic law
for Jesus and for Mark was, “the
Lord our God, the Lord is one,”
which means that “there is no
other but him” (Mark 12:29, 32).
Moreover, Jesus is subordinate to
and submissive to his Father, who
alone knows the time of the end
(13:32) and whose purpose



includes the suffering and death of

his Son (14:36).22 Still, for Mark,
where Jesus was present, God was
present, and Mark wanted his
readers to feel the impact of this
astounding claim.



THE MISSION OF
JESUS

If it is true that where Jesus
was present, God was present,
then what had God, in Jesus, come
to do? Mark punctuates his
narrative with several explicit
references to the reasons for
Jesus’ coming. He “came” to
destroy the power of demons
(1:24), to preach the good news
that God’s kingdom was near
(1:38; cf. 1:14-15), to call sinners
and not “the righteous” (2:17), and
to die as a ransom “for many”



(10:45).2% These four statements
of purpose comprehend the two
principal purposes for Jesus’
coming in Mark’s gospel—to
bring in the long-awaited reign of
God and to die for sinners.



Jesus Proclaims and
Establishes the Reign of
God

Mark shows in a number of
ways, both overt and subtle, that
he believed Jesus fulfilled the
promises in Isaiah that God would
restore the fortunes of his people
and reign over them in
righteousness. Mark begins his
gospel with a collage of biblical
quotations from Exodus 23:20,
Malachi 3:1, and Isaiah 40:3, but
Mark  attributes the  entire
collection to Isaiah. In this way,
he alerts the reader to the



importance of Isaiah’s depiction
of God’s return of his people from
exile to Jerusalem for
understanding the significance of
the events that he is about to
narrate. John the Baptist will
fulfill the role of Elijah in
Malachi 4:5 and will prepare the
way for God to lead his people, in
a new exodus, out of their exile

into a restored Jerusalem.22 As
Isaiah 40:1-5 puts it:

Comfort, comfort
my people,
says your God.



Speak tenderly to
Jerusalem,

and proclaim to
her

that her  hard
service has been
completed,
that her sin has
been paid for,

that she has

received from
the Lorp’s hand



double for all her
sSins.

A voice of one
calling:

“In  the desert
prepare
the way for the
Lorp;

make straight in
the wilderness
a highway for



our God.

Every valley shall
be raised up,
every mountain
and hill made

low;

the rough ground

shall become
level,
the rugged

places a plain.



And the glory of
the Loro will be
revealed,
and all people®
will see it
together.”

In Jesus, God was
accomplishing this eschatological
deliverance of his people. Mark
shows this in many ways. At
Jesus’ baptism God rends the
heavens and comes down as the
lament in Isaiah 64:1 urges him to
do (Mark 1:10); when he does
this, he recognizes Jesus as his



Son in words that recall the
description in Isaiah 42:1 of God’s
Servant who would deliver Israel:
“Here is my servant, whom I
uphold, my chosen one in whom I
delight; I will put my Spirit on
him and he will bring justice to
the nations” (cf. Mark 1:11).27
Jesus then immediately spends
forty days in the desert (1:13)—
the place where, according to
Isaiah 40, God will appear to
restore his people—and, as if to
put into action the “new exodus”
that Isaiah prophesied, he emerges
from the desert, like the
messenger of Isaiah 52:7 (cf.
62:1), to bring good news from




God (Mark 1:14).38

Mark summarizes the “good
news” (euangelion) that Jesus
“came forth” to preach (1:38) in
terms of the arrival or nearness of
“the kingdom [basileia] of God”
(1:15). Precisely what this phrase
means and the sense in which the
kingdom “is near” (engiken) have
been the subjects of a virtual

library of scholarly discussion.32

In light of the explicit quotation
from Isaiah with which Mark
begins his gospel and the clear
allusions to Isaiah throughout his
gospel’s prologue, however, there
can be little doubt that he
understood Jesus’ proclamation of



the kingdom of God in Isaianic
terms.

When Isaiah spoke of God’s
restoration of his people, he
sometimes used language similar
to the language Mark uses to

summarize Jesus’ preaching.4?
Isaiah 52:7-10 summarizes the
deliverance of God’s people from
the Babylonians, which has been
the prophet’s focus since 40:1. In
52:7 he depicts a messenger who
announces the “good news” (LXX,
euangelizomenou) that Zion’s God
“reigns” (LXX, basileuset).*L In
Isaiah, God can also speak of the
imminent restoration of his people
as “bringing my righteousness



near” (LXX, engisa; Isa. 46:13; cf.
51:5; 56:1). Mark seems to have
understood Jesus’ proclamation of
the kingdom’s nearness in these
terms. Jesus announced that the
time of waiting for Isaiah’s
prophesied restoration had been
completed—God’s  reign  had

drawn near in Jesus’ preaching.#2
It was not enough for Jesus
merely to “preach” this good
news, however; his mission was
also to put this long-expected
restoration into effect. Therefore,
like God in Isaiah 40-66, whose
arm is bared as a warrior’s to do
battle against the enemies of his
people (Isa. 40:10; 42:13-17;



49:24-26; 51:9-11; 52:10) and to
lead them along “the way” out of
exile and back to Jerusalem (Isa.
35:8-10; 40:3; 42:16; 43:16, 195;
49:9, 11; 57:14), Jesus conquers
the demons in 1:16-8:26 and then
in 8:27-11:1 leads his disciples

along “the way” to Jerusalem.%3
Similarly, just as God in Isaiah
35:5-10 restores sight to the blind,
hearing to the deaf, and strength to
the lame prior to the jubilant
return of Israel to Zion along the
“Way of Holiness,” Jesus gives
sight to the blind (8:22-26; 10:46—
52), hearing to the deaf (Mark
7:31-37; 9:13-29), and strength to
the lame (2:1-12) prior to and



during his journey with his
followers along the “way” to
Jerusalem.24

For Mark, therefore, Jesus’
proclamation of the kingdom of
God and his establishment of this
reign through exorcisms, healings,
and feedings were all signs that
through Jesus, God had visited his
people to effect the restoration
Isaiah had promised.



Jesus Dies for Sinners

Although it is an exaggeration
to say that Mark’s gospel is a
passion narrative with a long
introduction, no sensitive reader
of Mark’s gospel can miss the
emphasis that Mark places on the

death of Jesus.#> Already in 1:14,
the imprisonment of John the
Baptist casts a shadow over the
divine Son whom he has baptized.
In 2:7, the scribes believe that
Jesus has blasphemed God—a
capital crime (Lev. 2:16). By 3:6,
the Pharisees and the Herodians
begin to plot Jesus’ death. And
like the tolling of a bell, in 8:31,



9:31, and 10:33-34 Jesus sounds a
clear and repetitive warning of his
impending death.

Finally, it happens: Jesus is
arrested, tried, convicted, and
executed. Mark underlines the
details of his suffering. In
Gethsemane, as he ponders his
fate, he is “deeply distressed and
troubled” (14:33). After Jesus’
arrest, Mark wants his readers to
appreciate  that Jesus  was
abandoned by every one of his
followers (14:50). One was so
desperate to get away from him
that he left his clothes in the grasp
of Jesus’ enemies and fled naked
(14:51). Jesus’ trial was a sham of



false testimony (14:57), and in the
end Jesus was convicted of
making a false and therefore
blasphemous claim about his
relationship with God—a claim
that was in fact true (14:61-64).
Peter, who alone among his
disciples had correctly confessed
him to be “the Christ” (8:29),
denied in the strongest possible
terms that he knew anything at all
about “that Nazarene, Jesus”
(14:68, 70-71).

The Roman governor, who
knew Jesus had committed no
crime (14:14), nevertheless
handed him over for flogging and
crucifixion at the same time that



he released from custody an
insurrectionist and  murderer
(15:7, 15). Jesus was repeatedly
mocked, beaten, and spat upon
(14:65; 15:16-20). Finally, he was
crucified between two thieves and
died amid the jeers of his enemies
(15:29-32). His last articulate
words came from Psalm 22:1,
“My God, my God, why have you
forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34)—an
appropriate reminiscence, since he
had experienced the horrors of
which this Psalm spoke (Ps. 22:6—
8, 16, 18).

Mark’s focus on Jesus’ death is
also clear from the brevity of the
attention he gives to the



resurrection  (16:1-8).26  The
resurrection is important for Mark
(8:31; 9:9, 31; 10:34; 16:6), but he
recounts no resurrection
appearances, and even in the one
verse that he devotes to the
resurrection (16:6), the focus is
somehow still on the crucifixion
when the young man at the tomb
describes Jesus as “the crucified
one,” using the emphatic perfect

tense (estauromenon).?? This is
the equivalent in modern English
of putting the word “crucified” in
italics.48

As if to prevent anyone from
missing the paradox contained in
this point, Mark brings his



account of Jesus’ suffering to a
climax in the centurion’s
confession of Jesus’ identity at the
moment of his death (15:39).
Here, for the first time in the
narrative, someone finally
confesses what the reader has
known, what God himself has
confirmed, and what the demonic
world has fearfully recognized,
but what everyone else has either
failed to perceive or completely
rejected—that Jesus was the Son

of God.22 The centurion utters this
confession not, as is sometimes
said, because Jesus died on the
cross and Mark wanted somehow
to define his sonship in terms of



suffering, but, as Mark’s Greek
implies, because he saw how Jesus
breathed his last—with a “great
shout” (15:37).22

In other words, as the great
shout showed, while Jesus hung on
the cross, he had lost nothing of
the immense power that he had
exhibited  throughout = Mark’s

narrative.2! In his dying moment,
this power was so clear that
someone finally recognized who
he was. The contrast could hardly
be starker: Jesus is the powerful
Son of God, who could have easily
come down from the cross both to
save himself and to shame his
accusers, but he refused to use his



divine sonship for his own
advantage.

This bold contrast forcefully
raises the question “why”: Why
did “Christ, the Son of God” (1:1)
submit to such a shameful death?
Mark gives his readers two clear
reasons. First, Jesus had to die
because he was the Son of Man,
and the Scriptures indicated that
the Son of Man must suffer.
Second, Jesus submitted to death
in order to serve as a vicarious
sacrifice for the sins of God’s
people, and specifically as the
Suffering Servant of Isaiah’s
prophecy.



Jesus Dies as the Son of
Man

In Mark’s narrative, Jesus says
three times that he, as the Son of
Man, must suffer in order to fulfill

the Scriptures.22 In 8:31, after
Peter has confessed him to be the
Christ, Mark tells us that Jesus
taught his disciples, “The Son of
Man must suffer many things and
be rejected by the elders, chief
priests and teachers of the law,
and that he must be killed and
after three days rise again.” If we
want to know why these things
“must” (dei) happen, the answer



comes a few paragraphs later
when Jesus tells Peter, James, and
John that “it is written that the
Son of Man must [dei] suffer
much and be rejected” (9:12), and
again during Jesus’ Passover meal
with his disciples when he gives
them the disturbing news that one
of them will betray him “because
[hoti] the Son of Man will go just
as it is written about him” (14:21;
cf. 14:49). These things “must”
happen because Scripture says that

they must happen.23

But where does Scripture
indicate that someone called “the
Son of Man” must suffer? In two
places, Mark shows his readers



exactly which passage of Scripture
he has in mind. In 13:26 Jesus
tells his disciples that at an
unknown future day and hour the
Son of Man will come in “clouds
with great power and glory,” and
in 14:62 he tells the high priest at
his Jewish trial that the Son of
Man will come “on the clouds of
heaven.” This can only refer to
Daniel 7, which speaks of “one
like a son of man” who comes
“with the clouds of heaven” and
receives “authority, glory and
sovereign power” from God (Dan.
7:13-14).24

Daniel 7 is the record of a
dream in which Daniel saw four



beasts, the first three of which
resembled different, recognizable
animals—a lion, a bear, and a
leopard. The final beast, however,
was so terrifying that it resembled
no known animal. It had large iron
teeth, ten horns, and among the
ten horns, one “had eyes like the
eyes of a man and a mouth that
spoke boastfully” (7:8). After the
emergence of this final beast,
God’s eschatological court was
convened, and “the Ancient of
Days” sat down to render
judgment. As a result of this
judgment, the fourth beast “was
slain and its body destroyed and
thrown into the blazing fire” (7:9—



11). At this point “the one like a
son of man” entered Daniel’s
dream. He rode from earth to
heaven on the clouds and
approached “the Ancient of Days”
as he sat in the seat of judgment
(7:13). Unlike the terrifying fourth
beast who was condemned, the
“son of man” was vindicated:

He was given authority,
glory and sovereign power;
all peoples, nations and
human beings of every
language worshiped him. His
dominion is an everlasting
dominion that will not pass
away, and his kingdom is one



that will never be destroyed.
(Dan. 7:14)

When the dream is interpreted,
the four beasts turn out to be
Gentile nations, and the beast with
the boastful horn is a nation that
persecutes the people of God
—“waging war against the saints
and defeating them” (Dan. 7:21),
speaking against “the Most High,”
oppressing his people, and trying
to change their sacred calendar
and laws (7:25). Although God
hands “the saints” over to this
oppressor for a time (7:25),
eventually God’s court convenes,
and he forever destroys the power



of the oppressor (7:26). After that,

the sovereignty, power
and greatness of  the
kingdoms under the whole
heaven will be handed over to
the saints, the people of the
Most High. His kingdom will
be an everlasting kingdom,
and all rulers will worship
and obey him. (Dan. 7:27; cf.
7:18)

In Daniel, therefore, the four
beasts and “one like a son of man”
stand for nations. Just as God gave
human beings authority over the
beasts (Gen. 1:28; 2:19-20), so the



“son of man,” a symbol for God’s
people, should properly have
authority over the nations, because
they are the saints of the Most

High.2> Before that authority is
conferred, however, they must
pass through a period of suffering
at the hands of a particularly
fierce Gentile oppressor. At the
end of that period, “the one like a
son of man” will be vindicated by
the Ancient of Days and will
assume his rightful hegemony
over the nations in a “kingdom
that will never be destroyed.”

The vision and its
interpretation, therefore, follow a
threefold pattern. The “one like a



son of man” is (1) characterized
by authority that is (2) hidden for
a time by the oppression of God’s
enemies but (3) is eventually
vindicated by God.

When Mark applies the term
“Son of Man” to Jesus, he implies
that Jesus’ ministry followed this

threefold pattern.2® Mark uses the
phrase “Son of Man” to refer to
Jesus fourteen times. He uses it
twice at the beginning of his
gospel to indicate Jesus’ authority
to take the role of God in
forgiving sins and deciding how
the Sabbath ought to be observed
(2:10, 28).2Z This authority is
soundly rejected by Jesus’



enemies, however, as the response
of the scribes and Pharisees to
Jesus’ claims of authority in both

instances reveals.2® This response
reaches its terrible climax in
Jesus’  passion, and Jesus
forewarns his disciples of his
suffering many times, referring to
himself each time as “the Son of
Man” (8:31; 9:12, 31; 10:33, 45;
14:21, 41). Three times Jesus
speaks of his glorious coming as
the coming of “the Son of Man” in
the company of God (8:38; 13:26;
14:62). The last of these uses
occurs during Jesus’ trial before
the hostile Jewish authorities and
provides an implicit declaration of



his future vindication by God.
Mark probably also intends for
his readers to see another
correlation between Jesus and the
“one like a son of man” in Daniel
7.22 In Daniel, this figure has both
an individual and a corporate
character. When we first meet
him, he is an individual who
receives the worship of all
peoples, nations, and human
beings (7:13-14), but then in the
dream’s interpretation he becomes
“the saints, the people of the Most
High” (7:18, 22, 25, 27). The
interplay between the corporate
and the individual is especially
visible in 7:27, where the



interpretation of the figure “like a
son of man” is given. In the first
half of the verse, this figure is
“the people of the saints of the
Most High,” just as in 7:18, but in
the second half of the verse this
people seems to be conceived as
an individual to whom all nations
will give obedience:

Then the sovereignty,
power and greatness of the
kingdoms under the whole
heaven will be handed over to
the saints, the people of the
Most High. His kingdom will
be an everlasting kingdom,
and all rulers will worship



and obey him. (Dan. 7:27)%0

In the same way, both a
corporate and an individual
dimension emerges from Jesus’
ministry as Mark depicts it. When
he comes “in his Father’s glory
with the holy angels” and “in the
clouds with great power,” he will
come as a judge (Mark 8:38) and
as the one who gathers “his elect

from the four winds” (13:27).%
The criterion for judgment on that
day will be whether one has been
willing to deny one’s self and
follow Jesus to the cross (8:34—
37). Just as Jesus, as the Son of
Man, “must suffer many things”



and then rise from the dead (8:31-
33a), so his followers will
experience vindication only if
they are faithful to follow him in
suffering  (8:33b—38).%2  His
suffering and vindication and their
suffering and vindication are
therefore intertwined.

To summarize, as the Son of
Man, Jesus followed the pattern
laid out for the “one like a son of
man” in Daniel 7:13. He had
authority; he suffered at the hands
of his enemies; and he was
vindicated and exalted by God. As
the Son of Man he also called on
his followers to follow him in this
pattern of life. (1) They were



God’s  chosen  people and
possessed the authority God gave
to his people. (2) Now they must
suffer  faithfully in  their
commitment to Jesus. (3) When
God brings his purposes to an end
and executes judgment on all
peoples, they will be vindicated
and restored to their rightful place
of authority.

Jesus Dies as Isaiah’s
Suffering Servant

The picture sketched above of
Jesus’ death is far from complete.
In Mark’s view Jesus did not



merely lead his followers through
the pain of suffering to final
vindication at the judgment. He
died as an atoning sacrifice for
those who had failed to follow
God faithfully. Almost as if to say
that the normal Son of Man
pattern in Daniel 7 cannot tell the
whole story of Jesus’ death, Mark
records a saying of Jesus in which
Jesus summarizes his mission as
Son of Man by describing the
atoning character of his death: “...
the Son of Man did not come to be
served, but to serve, and to give
his life as a ransom for many [anti
pollon]” (Mark 10:45).

Here the “Son of Man” stands



apart from his followers, doing

something for them that they

cannot do for themselves.82

Similarly, at the end of the
Passover meal with his disciples,
Jesus lifts the cup of wine and
says, “This is my blood of the
covenant, which is poured out for
many [hyper pollon]” (14:24).

If we give the preposition anti
in 10:45 its proper meaning and
interpret the more ambiguous
hyper in 14:24 in light of it, then
Jesus died “as a ransom in the
place of many,” and in this sense
he poured out his blood “for

many.”® For Mark, then, Jesus
willingly submitted to suffering



and death as an atoning sacrifice
for the transgressions of God’s
people. In this role Jesus suffered
not as the Son of Man but as the
Suffering Servant of Isaiah’s third

and fourth “Servant Songs.”%
Like Jesus in Mark 10:45 and
14:24, Isaiah’s Servant bears the
sins of “many” by dying for them.
The correspondence is more
conceptual than verbal, but the
conceptual  correspondence is

striking:%®



Isa. 53:11b-12 Mark 10:45 Mark 14:24

By his knowledge my righ-  For even the Son of Man  This is my blood of the
s servant will justify  did not come to be served,  covenant, which is poured

many, and he will bearheir  bur to serve, and to give his  out for many.

iniquities. Therefore I will  life as a ransom for many.

give him a portion among
the great ... because he
poured our his [ife unto

Since Mark has already quietly
identified Jesus with Isaiah’s
Servant at his baptism, it seems
reasonable to see in Mark 10:45
and 14:24 an understanding of
Jesus’ death in light of the
Servant’s vicarious suffering. That
we are on the right track here
becomes clear as Mark’s narrative
of Jesus’ passion proceeds.%’

Just as the Servant offered his
back to those who beat him and



did not hide his face “from
mocking and spitting” (Isa. 50:6),
so Mark tells us that after the
Sanhedrin condemned Jesus to
death, “some began to spit at him;
they blindfolded him, struck him
with their fists, and said,
‘Prophesy!” And the guards took
him and beat him” (Mark 14:65).
The Roman soldiers charged with
carrying out Jesus’ crucifixion
similarly mocked him, beat him,
and spat on him (15:17-19).
Passers-by “hurled insults at him”
(15:29).

In the fourth Servant Song, the
Servant “did not open his mouth”
despite  his  oppression and



affliction but was silent, “as a
sheep before her shearers is
silent” (Isa. 53:7). In the same
way, when false charges were
brought against Jesus at both his
Jewish and his Roman trial, Mark
emphasizes that he remained
silent (Mark 14:60-61; 15:3-5).58

These correlations make it
likely that Mark also saw parallels
between the vicarious nature of
the Servant’s suffering and the
vicarious nature of Jesus’ death.
The  Servant  himself  was
blameless (Isa. 53:9), and yet “he
poured out his life unto death, and
was numbered among the
transgressors.” He did not,



therefore, suffer for his own sins,
but the Lord made “his life a guilt
offering” (53:10) through which
he “bore the sins of many”
(53:12). He “took wup our
infirmities and carried our
sorrows” (53:4). He “was pierced
for our transgressions” and
“crushed for our iniquities”
(53:5). “The LORD has laid on
him the iniquity of us all” (53:6).
He was stricken “for the
transgression of [the Servant’s]

people” (53:8).%2 As a result of his
vicarious punishment, the
Servant’s people have “peace”
(53:5), and because he will bear
their iniquities, the Servant “will



justify many” (53:11).

In the same way, Mark wants us
to know that Jesus was blameless
in the affair of his arrest, trial, and
death. Although many witnessed
against him, they testified falsely
(Mark 14:56-57). Pilate himself
understood that “it was out of
envy that the chief priests had
handed Jesus over to him”
(15:10). When the crowds shout
that Jesus should be crucified,
Pilate affirms Jesus’ innocence by
asking, “Why? What crime has he
committed?” (15:14). This means
that his death, like the death of the
Suffering Servant, was a vicarious
death (as 10:45 and 14:24 imply).



Jesus’ enemies  unknowingly
acknowledge this when they taunt
him with the statement, “He saved
others ... but he can’t save
himself!” (15:31). By refusing to
exercise his power as the Son of
God to “save himself” and instead
giving his life “as a ransom in the
place of many,” Jesus was “saving

others.””2 He was therefore
fulfilling the role of Isaiah’s
Suffering Servant.

This understanding of the effect
of Jesus’ death helps us to see the
sense in which Jesus did “not
come to call the righteous, but
sinners” (2:17). This statement
appears in Mark’s narrative as the



climax to Mark’s account of
Jesus’ invitation to Levi, a tax
collector, to follow him. After
Levi left his tax office to follow
Jesus, Jesus ate a meal at his
house with a large group of “tax
collectors and sinners.” Aware of
this, some scribes who belonged
to the party of the Pharisees
criticized Jesus to his disciples for
eating with such people (2:13-16).
Jesus responded this way: “It is
not the healthy who need a doctor,
but the sick. I have not come to
call the righteous, but sinners”
(2:17).

The tax collectors and sinners
described here were not merely, as



has often been thought, untutored
“people of the land” who failed to
conform to the strict purity

observances of the Pharisees.”t
Legal impurity, even in the
Pharisees’ eyes, involved people

in “sin” only rarely.Z2 The
problem with Jesus was that he
had called wicked people to
follow him—quislings of the
oppressive Roman government
and people whose “sexual
immorality, theft, murder, greed,
malice, deceit, lewdness, envy,
slander, arrogance and folly”
arose from “unclean” hearts

(7:20-23).23 He extended
forgiveness to them prior to any

»



attempt of their own to reform

their lives.Z4

Jesus had the authority to
extend God’s forgiveness because
he was acting as God. God had the
authority to  extend such
forgiveness because his Son would
die “in the place of many” and
“for” their transgressions. To put
it in a nutshell, Mark sees Jesus as
the physician who heals the sick
because he is the Servant “who
was pierced for our transgressions

. crushed for our iniquities ...
and by [whose] wounds we are
healed” (Isa. 53:5).



THE RESPONSE TO
JESUS

Mark is especially interested
in the responses of two groups of
people to Jesus and his mission:
Jesus’ disciples and his
antagonists. Jesus’ disciples are
those who respond positively to
his call and follow him. They
appear throughout the narrative,
from the time that Simon,
Andrew, James, John, and Levi
leave  their  occupations to
“follow” Jesus to the end of the
narrative when the young man at
the empty tomb tells the women to



report to “the disciples” and Peter
that they will see Jesus in Galilee.
This group is primarily “the
twelve” whom Jesus appointed as
apostles, but some texts hint that
Mark included others within this
circle also (3:34; 4:10; 10:32).22
Since Mark knew that his readers
would also identify themselves as
followers of Jesus, this group is

especially important to him.Z°
Jesus’ antagonists are also
important. They are comprised of
the scribes, the Pharisees, the
Herodians, the chief priests
(including the high priest), the
elders, and (once) the Sadducees.
They are, in other words, the



political and religious leadership
of the Jewish people. They too
appear throughout the narrative,
and they are important because
their rejection of Jesus from the
beginning to the end of his
ministry is so surprising. Why
would the leadership of the Jewish
people want to kill the Jewish
Messiah, the royal descendant of
David?

Mark’s portrait of these two
groups is complex. The disciples
are chiefly, but far from
consistently, faithful followers of
Jesus. Similarly, the Jewish
leaders are chiefly, but not
entirely, against him. Each group



is plagued with hard-heartedness,
and Mark extends the promise of
restoration to both. The basis for
this restoration can only be the
atoning death of Jesus, as the
Suffering  Servant, for the
unfaithful among God’s people.



Jesus’ Disciples

Interpreters of Mark have often
puzzled over why the gospel puts
the disciples in such an intensely
negative light. They fail to
understand even simple parables
(4:13; 7:18; «cf. 9:6). Jesus
wonders whether they have any
faith at all (4:40). They cannot
perceive the significance of Jesus’
miracles because their hearts are
hardened (6:52; cf. 4:41; 8:17).
They seem to be unable to “see”
and to “hear” the significance of
Jesus and his teachings, and, if so,
this aligns them with those whom
Jesus has said are “on the outside”



(8:17-21; cf. 4:11-12). The
disciples neglect prayer and so fail
to drive out a harmful spirit
(9:18). They argue about who is
the greatest (9:33-37; cf. 10:35—
45). They mistakenly try to stop
an exorcist who is not part of their
group (9:38-41).

They adopt a patronizing
attitude toward Jesus and give him
wrong-headed advice (5:31; 6:36;
8:4, 32; cf. 1:37; 10:35), a
procedure that once draws a
shocking rebuke from Jesus
—“Get behind me, Satan!” he says
to Peter, “For you are setting your
mind not on divine things but on
human things” (8:33, NRSV).



Worst of all, in Jesus’ moment of
greatest need and despite protests
of loyalty (14:19), one of them
betrays Jesus to the authorities
(14:10), another denies that he
knows him (14:68, 70, 71), and
everyone abandons him (14:50).
Even the women who followed
Jesus and were more loyal to him
than the twelve disciples (15:40-
41) failed to obey the instructions
of the young man at Jesus’ tomb
to tell the disciples and Peter that
Jesus will meet them again in
Galilee (16:7). Instead, they flee

in fear and bewilderment (16:8).2
One common explanation of
this feature of Mark’s gospel is



that the disciples in Mark
represent Mark’s own theological
opponents. He paints them in such
dark tones because he wants to
warn his reader against their

error.”8 This explanation does not
work, however, because Mark’s
picture of the disciples is not
universally negative. They
promptly follow Jesus when he
calls them to do so (1:18, 20;
3:14). Jesus designates the twelve
to be apostles (3:14) and
commissions them to imitate his
own preaching and exorcising
activity (6:7-13). The disciples
obediently undertake this mission
and report “to him all they [have]



done and taught” (6:30).

Mark’s picture of the disciples
becomes more negative after 6:30,
but even here the disciples are not

Jesus’ enemies.”? As their protests
of loyalty during the Last Supper
(14:19, 29, 31) and their
willingness to follow Jesus to
Gethsemane demonstrate (14:32—
41), Mark wants his readers to
sympathize with the disciples at
the same time that he wants his
readers to see their weakness
(14:37-38, 40-41). Perhaps most
important of all, Jesus indicates
unambiguously that although his
disciples are uncomprehending
and unfaithful to him, they “will



see” Jesus again in Galilee after
his death (16:7; cf. 14:28), and
they will be faithful to him in
their own moment of trial (13:11).
Jesus’ comment in 14:38 seems to
summarize Mark’s picture of the
disciples throughout the narrative.
“The spirit is willing,” he says,
“but the flesh is weak.”

Why did Mark shape his record
of the disciples’ response to Jesus
in this way? By presenting the
disciples basically in a positive
light in 1:16-6:30, Mark draws his
readers into the narrative and
encourages them to identify with
the disciples. By then exposing the
disciples’ weakness clearly after



6:30, he wurges his readers to

examine their own response to and

faithfulness to Jesus.8Y



Jesus’ Enemies

Mark presents a picture of the
Jewish leadership that is almost
unrelievedly negative. As early as
1:16-17, when the scribes and the
Pharisees question Jesus’
association with “tax collectors
and sinners,” we begin to
understand that the religious
leaders of the Jewish people are
against him because he associates
with the wicked. By 2:6, it
becomes clear that they think
Jesus is wicked too—he has
blasphemed God, they believe.
Already by 3:6, after Jesus heals a
man on the Sabbath, their hostility



is so intense that they begin to
plot Jesus’ death.

From this point forward, the
response of the Jewish religious
and political leadership to Jesus
cuts an almost undeviating path
toward the sham trial that results
in Jesus’ death. They claim that
Jesus is possessed by the prince of
demons (3:22). They argue with
Jesus (7:5; 8:11) and “test” him by
asking him to produce some
heavenly sign, apparently to prove
his claims to authority (8:11;
10:2). Afraid and envious of his
popularity with “the crowd,” they
look “for a way to kill him”
(11:18; cf. 12:12, 13, 18; 15:10).



When at last their efforts succeed,
they celebrate their achievement
by gleefully mocking Jesus as he
hangs on the cross (15:31; cf.
14:65).

Ironically, at the same time that
the religious and political
leadership of the Jews repudiates
Jesus, petty collaborators with the
Roman government, wicked Jews,
and Gentiles follow him. Mark
places special emphasis on the
response of Gentiles to Jesus.
Jesus heals a man possessed with
a legion of unclean spirits in the
Gentile region surrounding the
city of Gerasa. The man then tells
throughout the Gentile region of



the Decapolis “how much Jesus
had done for him.” Mark says that
as a result, “all the people were
amazed” (5:1-20).

Similarly, when Jesus travels to
the Gentile region surrounding
Tyre and is approached by a
woman who seeks healing for her
demon-possessed daughter, the
woman shows an unusual level of
insight into Jesus’ identity and
mission. At first Jesus refuses her
request, saying, “First, let the
children eat all they want, for it is
not right to take the children’s
bread and toss it to their dogs.” He
is referring here to the Jews’
biblically mandated priority in



experiencing the reign of God.
The woman understands this
priority, but also somehow
appreciates that Gentiles are
included in the blessings that
come to the Jews. “Yes, Lord,”
she says, “but even the dogs under
the table eat the children’s
crumbs.” In response, Jesus heals
the woman’s daughter (7:24-30).
Finally, at the climax of Mark’s
narrative, at the moment of Jesus’
death, the one who finally
recognizes Jesus as “the Son of
God” is a Roman centurion
(15:39).

For Mark, whose subtle use of
the Hebrew Scriptures probably



indicates that he too is a Jew, the
Jewish leaders’ rejection of Jesus
at the same time that Jewish
outcasts and Gentiles accepted
him must have clamored for an
explanation. Mark provides this
explanation in the form of what
many scholars have labeled “the

messianic secret.”&l



The Messianic Secret

The “messianic secret” is a
label sometimes fixed to a list of
puzzling characteristics of Mark’s
gospel that have in common an
emphasis on the hidden nature of
Jesus’ identity and teaching. He
prohibits demons from speaking
when they reveal his identity
(1:25, 34; 3:12). He commands
those whom he heals not to
recount their healing to others
(1:43-45; 5:43; 7:36; 8:26). After
Peter’s confession of his identity,
Jesus prohibits his disciples from
telling others that he is the Christ
(8:30; cf. 9:9). He hides himself



from people (7:24; 9:30-31). Even
the  crowd  silences  blind
Bartimaeus when he identifies
Jesus as the Son of David (10:47—
48). He purposefully uses obscure
speech (4:10-13). When he does
speak clearly of his coming death
and resurrection, the disciples fail
to understand him (9:9-10, 31-
32). In addition, some scholars
include the failure of the disciples
to comprehend Jesus throughout
the gospel in the messianic
secret.32 As if Jesus’ desire to
conceal his identity is not
puzzling enough, Mark also says
that Jesus was unsuccessful in his

efforts at concealment.83



Scholars have offered a long list
of possible explanations for this
feature of Mark’s gospel. Three
explanations of it have become
particularly  influential.  First,
some scholars believe that Mark
sits at the confluence of two rivers
of tradition: the historical memory
that Jesus made no messianic
claims during his lifetime and the
desire of the early church to read
their belief that he was the
Messiah back into his historical
existence. The messianic secret
would then be a fairly crude effort
to explain why the supernatural

Messiah remained unrecognized

until after his resurrection.84



Second, others claim that Mark
used the messianic secret as a
literary device to alert the reader
to the glory that surrounds Jesus.
He did not intend for his readers
to understand the device
historically but only as an
indicator of how glorious the
revelation about Jesus was: Even
commands to silence his glory

could not succeed!8>

Third, some interpreters think
that Mark was embracing a
“theology of the cross” and
correcting the notion  that
following Jesus means power and
success. If so, then the commands
not to reveal Jesus’ identity,



particularly the silencing in 8:31
of Peter’s confession, may provide
a corrective to a “divine man”
Christology that viewed Jesus as a
miracle worker whose disciples
should be powerful miracle

workers also.89

A fourth explanation of the
messianic secret holds more
promise than these three ideas.
Mark himself seems to provide
two separate explanations for two
different types of material that are
often placed together under the
heading of the messianic secret.
First, Mark offers a clear
explanation for Jesus’ frequent
commands to silence after his



healings—Jesus simply did not
want to be impeded in his
movements by swarms of people
seeking healing. Mark begins to
develop this explanation for Jesus’
commands to silence in his first
two  healing stories.  After
recounting the healing of Simon’s
mother-in-law, Mark says that by
evening of the day on which she
was healed, “the whole town” was
at the door of Simon’s house
(1:33). Although Jesus arose
before sun-up the next morning to
find a quiet place for prayer, Mark
tells us that the disciples found
him to tell him that “everyone”
was looking for him (1:37). Jesus



responded with the suggestion that
he and his disciples should leave
that village and go to other
villages so that Jesus could preach
there too. “That,” he says, “is why
I have come” (1:38-39).

Mark then records Jesus’
healing of a leper, and after this
healing we find Jesus’ first
command that the healed person
not reveal to others what has
happened to him (1:43-44).
Instead, the man spreads the news,
and “as a result [hoste] Jesus
could no longer enter a town
openly but stayed outside in
lonely places” (1:45).

Mark therefore prepares the



way for the first appearance of the
so-called “miracle secret” by
telling his readers that Jesus was
so besieged by people wanting to
be healed that he could not
accomplish  his  purpose of
preaching widely in various
Galilean villages. When the first
command is disobeyed, he then
says that Jesus’ plan was
frustrated—Jesus was forced to
retreat to “lonely places,” and still
people came “to him from
everywhere” (1:45). Mark gives
the clear impression, by the
context in which he places it, that
Jesus’ command to the healed
leper to be quiet about his healing




was intended to keep mobs of
people from coming to him and
impeding his movement.

This impression is confirmed
elsewhere in the narrative. In
Capernaum, we read that “so
many gathered that there was no
room left, not even outside the
door” (2:2). Elsewhere, crowds
flock to Jesus from distant regions
so that he has to tell his disciples
“to have a small boat ready for
him, to keep the people from
crowding him” next to the lake
(3:9; cf. 4:1). These crowds, Mark
tells us, came specifically for
healing: “For he had healed so
many, that those with diseases



were pushing forward to touch
him” (3:10). Eventually the
crowds became so thick around
the house where Jesus was staying
that “he and his disciples were not
even able to eat” (3:20; cf. 6:30—
34, 53-56).

Although  this  explanation
seems pedestrian when compared
to the complicated historical and
theological theories often floated
about the messianic secret, the
conclusion seems unavoidable that
Mark wanted his readers to
understand Jesus’ commands to
silence after healings (1:43-45;
5:43; 7:36; 8:26), his occasional
efforts to seek privacy for his



healings (5:37; 7:33; 8:23), and
his occasional retreat from the
crowds (1:35; 3:7; 6:31-32; 7:24)
in this way. Jesus did not want
mobs seeking healing to impede
his movement around Galilee, and
he tried to control the crowds by

hindering the spread of news

about his healing abilities.2

The only theological point here
is that Jesus’ healing powers were
so great and so obviously
authentic that people crowded
around him hoping to receive
some relief for their suffering.
That people do not always obey
Jesus’ commands to silence (1:45;
7:36) merely underscores this



point.88

Second, much of the material in
Mark often lumped into the
category of the messianic secret
seems intended to emphasize the
reason for Jesus’ rejection by the
Jewish authorities, his family, and
eventually by a “crowd” (15:11)
who came under the authorities’
influence. = These are  “the
outsiders” (4:11), whose hearts are
hard toward Jesus (3:5; 10:5) and
for whom Jesus’ teaching is not
revelation but judgment. Mark
wants his readers to appreciate the
similarity between Israel’s
spiritual condition when its
leaders and many of its people



rejected Jesus and its condition
during Isaiah’s time.

In Isaiah’s time Israel had been
an undesirable vineyard because it
replaced justice with bloodshed,
righteousness ~ with  cries of
distress, and respect for the work
of the Lord with lack of
understanding (Isa. 5:7, 13). In a
similar way, when Israel’s leaders
rejected Jesus, they revealed
themselves to be a vineyard with
wicked tenants who failed to
produce fruit for God by treating
the prophets, and God’s Son
himself, with contempt (12:1-9).
Just as God called Isaiah to preach
to his disobedient people as a



means of clouding their ears, eyes,
and understanding until their
country lay ruined by defeat and
exile (Isa. 6:9-13; cf. 5:5-6, 8-
30), so Jesus only explains “the
mystery of the kingdom of God”

to his disciples.8?

But to those on the
outside everything is said in
parables so that, “they may
be ever seeing but never
perceiving, and ever hearing
but never understanding;
otherwise they might turn
and be forgiven!” (4:11-12,
paraphrasing Isa. 6:9—-10)



The outsiders, in other words,
will reject Jesus’ teaching about
the kingdom of God according to
God’s own design and as an act of
God’s judgment on them for their
hard-heartedness.

Although Jesus’ quotation of
Isaiah, strictly speaking, applies
only to his parables, it supplies the
simplest explanation from the
narrative itself for Jesus’ private
instruction of his disciples (4:11,
34; 7:17; 9:2, 30-31) and for his
silencing of those, including the
demons, who know his identity
(1:25, 34; 3:12; 8:30; 9:9). That
this is the function of these
features of the narrative seems



evident from hints that Mark gives
about their purpose. In 4:34, Mark
implies that Jesus taught openly in
parables to fulfill the prophetic
judgment of 4:12 but, in contrast
to this open and obscure teaching,
“when he was alone with his own
disciples, he explained
everything.” This means that
elsewhere, when Jesus seeks
privacy with his disciples, this
theme of judgment on those
outside is probably also present
(7:17; 9:2, 28, 30-31; 10:10;
13:3).20

Similarly, in 5:19-30 Jesus tells
the Gentile Gerasene demoniac to
proclaim to his family what Jesus



has done for him with the result
that “all the people” in the Gentile
Decapolis were amazed. In 15:39,
the climactic revelation of Jesus’
identity by a human character in
the narrative occurs on the lips of
a Gentile. In these places, Mark
seems to be inviting the reader to
compare Jesus’ willingness for his
identity to be proclaimed among
the Gentiles and the readiness of
Gentiles to embrace his identity
with his frequent cloaking of his
identity among the Jews.

Since Mark understands Jesus’
shrouding of his identity and
private tutoring of his disciples as
acts of prophetic symbolism, there



is no need for perfect consistency.
Indeed, in the passion narrative
Jesus or those around him
sometimes speak openly of his
identity, even to the Jewish
leaders, who reject him (10:47—-
48; 11:10; 12:6; 14:61-62). Once
a “large crowd” listens to a broad
hint about his identity “with
delight” (12:35-37). These,
however, are exceptions to the
trend of his ministry, and they are
counterbalanced by Jesus’
statement to the Jewish leaders,
“Neither will T tell you by what
authority I am doing these things”

(11:33; cf. 8:12).21 The trend of
Jesus’ ministry in Galilee and



Judea is concealment, especially
from the Jewish leaders, and the
purpose for the trend seems clear:
Through Jesus’ frequent refusal to
proclaim his identity openly and
persuasively in Jewish regions,
God is, in the words of the parable
of the wicked tenants, giving “the

vineyard to others” (12:9).22 Jesus
is putting into practice the
principle that “whoever has will
be given more; whoever does not
have, even what he has will be

taken from him” (4:25).23



Will Jesus’ Disciples
Become His Enemies?

In 8:14-21, Mark raises
forcefully the question of whether
Jesus’ disciples will also become
his enemies. As we have seen,
Mark presents the disciples in a
basically positive light through

6:30.24 His picture of the disciples
takes a decidedly negative turn,
however, after Jesus feeds five
thousand people, and the disciples,
who failed to comprehend the
magnitude of Jesus’ power as it
was displayed in the feeding,
become terrified when they see



Jesus walk on water—they think
he is an apparition (6:49). They
are afraid, Mark tells us, because
“they had not understood about
the loaves; their hearts were
hardened” (6:52). The disciples
then fail to understand Jesus’
claim that what comes out of
people, not the food that goes into
them, makes them unclean (7:15,
17). When they ask Jesus what he
meant by this remark, he
responds, “Are you so dull?”
(7:18). It is hard not to think of
the hardened hearts of the
Pharisees in 3:5 and the lack of
understanding of “the outsiders”
in 4:12.



A few paragraphs later, Jesus
miraculously feeds four thousand
people and then leaves for the
other side of the lake with his
disciples (8:1-13). On the way,
Jesus and his disciples engage in a
dialogue in which the question of
the disciples’ hard-heartedness
toward Jesus breaks into the open.
Jesus warns them against the
“yeast of the Pharisees and that of
Herod,” a statement that reminds
us that the Pharisees and the
Herodians were plotting to kill
Jesus (3:6; cf. 12:13) and that
Herod himself had killed John the
Baptist (6:14-29). Jesus’ disciples
take his reference to yeast to refer



to literal bread and wonder if he is
commenting on their failure to
bring more than one loaf of bread
with them in the boat. Just as they
had failed to understand the
miraculous power of Jesus when
he fed the five thousand and,
because of this failure, became
terrified when they saw him walk
on the water, so now they have
failed to appreciate the feeding of
the four thousand and imagine that
Jesus would worry about a lack of
bread. Since Jesus has just fed
nine thousand people with bread
to spare, it is obvious that finding
enough food would not concern
him and should not concern his



disciples.

Ironically, the disciples’
dullness up to this point reveals
precisely the danger that they are
becoming like the Pharisees and
Herod: “Why are you talking
about having no bread? Do you
still not see or understand? Are
your hearts hardened? Do you
have eyes but fail to see, and ears
but fail to hear?” (8:17-18). The
echo of Jesus’ prophetic judgment
against “outsiders” a few chapters
earlier could hardly be clearer:
“To those on the outside
everything is said in parables so
that ‘they may be ever seeing but
never perceiving, and ever hearing



but never understanding;
otherwise they might turn and be
forgiven!"”” (4:11-12). Jesus then
reminds them of the enormous
excess of bread that he had
produced at the two feedings—
twelve Dbaskets full on one
occasion and seven on the other.
Amazed at their inability to
comprehend the significance of
his power, he concludes with the
question, “Do you still not
understand?” (8:21).

As the narrative proceeds, the
disciples continue to follow Jesus
and to be positively disposed
toward him, but their
comprehension of his identity and



of his mission does not improve.
Finally, as we have already seen,
they abandon Jesus in his hour of
greatest need, and even his women
followers (whose faithfulness to
Jesus lasts longer than that of the
twelve) in the end disobey the
command to take the news of
Jesus’ resurrection to the disciples
and, like the disciples themselves,
are led by fear to failure (16:7-
8).2>

If this were all, we would have
to conclude that Jesus’ followers
had become like his enemies, not
only failing to see, hear, and
understand, but finally failing to
follow him as well. But Mark’s



narrative  prevents us from
drawing this conclusion. Mark’s
readers know from  Jesus’
prophecy in 13:9-11 that his
disciples will proclaim the gospel
to the nations and will follow
Jesus’ path of suffering in doing

so (cf. 8:34-38).2% Even as the
women fail to obey the young
man’s commission at the gospel’s
conclusion, Mark’s readers learn
that Jesus’ disciples, including
Peter who denied him, “will see”
him, risen from the dead in
Galilee, in fulfillment of Jesus’
prophecy on the night of his arrest
(16:7; cf. 14:27-28). Although
Mark’s gospel encourages its



readers to examine whether their
hearts are hard like the disciples’
hearts in the narrative, it also
holds out the promise of
restoration for disciples whose
failure to follow Jesus faithfully

has been exposed.%



Will Jesus’ Enemies
Become His Disciples?

Does Mark intend for his
readers to carry the promise of
restoration even further to include
Jesus’ enemies in the narrative? Is
it possible that just as Jesus’
disciples were in danger of
becoming his enemies, so his
enemies might also become his
disciples? If Mark holds out the
promise of restoration for
unperceptive and hard-hearted
followers of Jesus, does he also
hold out the promise of restoration
for Jesus’ hardhearted Jewish



antagonists?

Several irregularities in the
otherwise seamless robe of
opposition to Jesus among the
Jewish leaders hint that Mark does
extend the promise of restoration
to them also.

e The synagogue ruler Jairus
comes to Jesus on behalf of
his dying daughter. He is
obviously a Jewish leader,
but his openness to Jesus and
the possibility that he will
obey Jesus’ command, “Do
not fear; only believe” (5:36),
are real.

e In the midst of Jesus’



antagonistic theological
debates with the Jewish
leaders shortly before his
death, “one of the scribes”
who questions Jesus answers
him “wisely,” and the
account  concludes  with
Jesus’ pronouncement, “You
are not far from the kingdom
of God” (12:34).

Joseph of Arimathea, who,
Mark points out, was a
prominent member of the
“Council”—the very judicial
body that had condemned
Jesus to death—was himself
awaiting the kingdom of God
and went boldly to Pilate to



ask for Jesus’ body so that he
might give it an appropriate
burial (15:43-46).

If these Jewish leaders could
break with the trend of vigorous
opposition among their colleagues
in the narrative, and if the promise
of restoration could be extended to
Jesus’ hard-hearted disciples in
the midst of their failure, then
Mark probably intends for his
readers to know that even those
who had plotted Jesus’ death
could be restored as well.

If so, then Mark has faithfully
reproduced the theology implied
by Isaiah 6:9-13. Not only does



that passage pronounce God’s
bitter judgment of making the
sinful hearts of his people
calloused to his prophetic word,
their ears dull, their eyes closed,
and their utter destruction as a
result, but it ends on a note of
promise: “Though a tenth remains
there, it will again be laid waste,
like a terebinth or an oak, whose
stump is left over even when

felled. Holy seed is its stump.”28
This final sentence of the oracle
pictures a green sprig of life
breaking through the barren
ground left behind by destruction.
It points forward to “the shoot that
will come up from the stump of



Jesse,” on whom the Spirit of the

Lord will rest (Isa. 11:1-16).22

In the same way, Mark shows
that God’s word of promise
extends to those whose hard hearts
have led them to reject Jesus.
Jesus gave his life as a ransom for
them (10:45; cf. 14:24). Like
Isaiah’s Suffering Servant, he died
in their place and as an atoning
sacrifice for their sin. Because of
his death, hearts that God has
hardened in prophetic judgment
can become soft, and on the barren
soil of disobedience, the green
leaf of eyes that see, ears that
hear, and hearts that understand
can come to life.



THE DEATH OF
GOD’S SON AS GOOD
NEWS

It is now clear why Mark’s
story of Jesus is good news. Mark
tells us that God’s Son, Jesus, the
anointed, royal Son of David,
inaugurated the long-expected
reign of God over his people.
Where Jesus went, God’s reign
was present. To paraphrase Isaiah,
the eyes of the blind were opened
and the ears of the deaf unstopped,
the lame leaped like deer, and the
mute tongue shouted for joy (cf.



Isa. 29:5-6). At the same time the
insensitivity of Israel’s leadership
and of Jesus’ disciples to the
presence of God in their midst led
them to reject Jesus, albeit in
different ways and at different
levels. As Jeremiah might have
said, they had eyes but did not see
and ears but did not hear that the
God who made the sea and the dry
land was among them (cf. Jer.
5:21-22; Mark 8:18).
Enigmatically, the hard-hearted
rejection of God and the
eschatological presence of God
had not followed each other but
were present at the same time in
Jesus’ ministry. Their clash



eventually brought Jesus to the
Cross.

For Mark, however, the clash of
the ages and the crucifixion of
Jesus did not take God by surprise.
The Scriptures decreed Jesus’
death, and  Jesus himself
understood its necessity from the
beginning of his ministry. Indeed
this was a primary purpose for his
coming. Jesus’ death  was
necessary, like the death of the
Suffering Servant, to atone for
“the sins of many,” including the
disciples who had failed him and
others who had rejected him.

The clash of the ages continued
into Mark’s own time. Thus, Mark



made clear to his readers that they
were called to arrive at final
vindication through the path of
suffering, just as the Son of Man
was called to suffer and, only
then, to rise from the dead. Mark
also wanted his readers to
understand that if, in the midst of
suffering, they should fail Jesus as
his disciples had failed him, the
promise of restoration was
available to them just as it was to
“his disciples and Peter.” It was
available because of the atoning
death of God’s Son—and that is
good news.
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Chapter 4
MATTHEW: NEW
WINE IN OLD SKINS

When Matthew wrote his

gospel, he was engaged in an
intense and polemical dialogue
with unbelieving Jews. He himself
was a Jew, but by the time he
wrote his gospel, he could speak
of “their synagogues” and of “the
Jews” as if he were no longer part
of Jewish society (4:23; 9:35;

10:17; 12:9; 13:54; 28:15)1The



references in his gospel to Jewish
persecution of and polemic
against Christians probably mean
that his break with Judaism did
not come at his own initiative
(10:17; 23:34; 28:15). Matthew’s
understanding of Christianity was
still within the hearing of Jewish
society, and Jewish society did not
like what it heard: Christians were
setting aside the authority of
Moses in favor of Jesus’ authority
and were overturning Jewish
tradition.

In this situation, Matthew
articulated three concerns. First,
he wanted to show that although
the gospel did bring changes,



these changes were a fulfillment
of the Jewish Scriptures, not their
betrayal. To use the words of a
parable that Matthew found
important: New wine only ruins
old wineskins, but if new wine is
placed in new skins, “both are
preserved” (9:17).2

Second, Matthew wanted to
demonstrate that for the Jews who
had rejected Jesus, both wine and
skins had been ruined. God had
judged them for their
complacency and hypocrisy by
forming a new multiethnic people
and, as in the sixth century B.C,,
by destroying Jerusalem.

Third, Matthew understood that



God’s new  people could
themselves fall into the same trap
of complacency and hypocrisy.
Because he understood this
danger, he told of severe judgment
for false Christians and urged a
winsome approach toward
vulnerable Christians with a
tendency to stray from the fold.

In this chapter we will look at
each of these theological themes.



JESUS’ FUIFIIIMENT
OF JEWISH BIBIICM
TRADITION

Matthew knew that to make a
plausible case against his Jewish
detractors for their rejection of
Jesus as a magician (9:34; 10:25;
12:24, 27) and a deceiver (27:63—
64), he had to explain how Jesus
fulfilled Israel’s Scriptures and
why Jesus had the authority to

change the Mosaic law.3
Matthew’s gospel is steeped in
this concern, and it is visible in
five strands woven into the fabric



of his narrative: Jesus’ fulfillment
of  Israel’s  Scriptures, his
embodiment of the Law and of
Wisdom, his identity as the new
and greater Moses, his identity as
the messianic son of David and
Son of God, and his
personification of Israel.



Jesus’ Fulfillment of
Israel’s Scriptures

One of the most prominent
theological themes in Matthew is
that Jesus’ life and teaching
correspond to various statements
in the Jewish Scriptures that
Matthew took as predictions of the
Messiah. Fifteen times Matthew
says that some aspect of Jesus’
life “fulfilled” the Scriptures:

1. his virgin birth
(1:22-23; cf. Isa.
7:14 1xx)



2. his birth in
Bethlehem (2:3—
6; cf. Micah
5:2)*

3. his move with
his family from
Egypt to Israel

(2:14-15; cf.
Hos. 11:1)

4. Herod’s
slaughter of

children  under



two in
Bethlehem in an
effort to Kkill
Jesus (2:16-18;
cf. Jer. 31:15)

5. his family’s

choice of
Nazareth in
Galilee over

Judea as a place
to live (2:23)

6. his own decision



to live in
Capernaum
beside the sea of
Galilee  (4:13-
16; cf. Isa. 9:1-
2)

7. his teaching
(5:17)

8. his healing
ministry  (8:16—
17; cf. Isa. 53:4)



9. his silencing of
those whom he
healed (12:17;
cf. Isa. 42:1-4)

10. the wuse of

parables to
obscure his
teaching for
those who
rejected him

(13:13-14;  cf.
Isa. 6:9-10)



11. his wuse of
parables in his
teaching
generally
(13:34-35; cf.
Ps. 78:2)

12. his decision to
ride into
Jerusalem on a
donkey and her
foal (21:4-7; cf.
Isa. 62:11; Zech.
9:9)



13. his refusal to
call on the army
of heaven to
rescue him at his
arrest (26:53-54)

14. the arrest itself
(26:55-56)

15. the purchase of
“the potter’s
field” with
Judas’s thirty
pieces of silver



(27:6-10; cf. Jer.
18:2-6; 19:1-2,
4, 6, 11; 32:6—
15; Zech. 11:13)

Ten of these references
introduce their quotations in
virtually the same way—“in order
that what was spoken through the
prophet might be fulfilled, saying

...”2  Matthew  went to
considerable trouble to
incorporate this material into his
gospel. He inserted four of these
“formula quotations” into
passages that he took over from
Mark’s gospel, and eight of his



citations appear nowhere else in

the New Testament.®

The formula quotations show
that Jesus’ life and ministry from
his conception to his death mesh
with the expectations of Israel’s
prophets for the eschatological

restoration of Israel.Z Jesus’ birth
to a virgin is the ultimate
fulfillment of the sign that,
according to Isaiah, God would
give to Ahaz (no. 1). Jesus’ birth
in Bethlehem shows that he is the
Davidic king whom Micah
prophesied would bring security
and peace to Israel (no. 2).
Herod’s slaughter of the infants in
Bethlehem sets the stage for the



restoration of Israel that Jeremiah
promised (no. 4). Jesus’ decision
to settle by the sea of Galilee
shows that he fulfills Isaiah’s
expectation for a “Wonderful
Counselor” who would reign on
David’s throne (no. 6). Jesus’
willingness to heal the sick and
his silencing of those whom he
healed shows that he is the
Suffering Servant whom Isaiah
described (nos. 9 and 10). The way
in which he entered Jerusalem
during the final week of his life
shows that he is the messianic
king whom Zechariah expected
and who would thus usher in the
age of Israel’s restoration for



which Isaiah longed (no. 12).
Matthew also wanted his
readers to understand that Jesus’
teaching fulfilled the Mosaic law.
This is the burden of 5:17-20, a
passage whose importance is
signaled by its location near the
beginning of the first major block
of Jesus’ teaching, the Sermon on
the Mount. This position tells the
reader that 5:17-20 is the lens
through which at least 5:21-48
should be read. Jesus is speaking:

Do not think that I have
come to abolish the Law or
the Prophets; I have not come
to abolish them but to fulfill



them. I tell you the truth,
until  heaven and earth
disappear, not the smallest
letter, not the least stroke of a
pen, will by any means
disappear from the Law until
everything is accomplished.
Anyone who breaks one of
the least of these
commandments and teaches
others to do the same will be
called least in the kingdom of
heaven, but whoever
practices and teaches these
commands will be called
great in the kingdom of
heaven. For I tell you that
unless your righteousness



surpasses  that of the
Pharisees and the teachers of
the law, you will certainly
not enter the kingdom of
heaven.

Interpreters sometimes describe
this paragraph as evidence that
Matthew was a legal rigorist who
never broke with Judaism and
whose  Christian = community
functioned as a sect within
Judaism. Matthew’s Jesus, they
say, set aside nothing of the
Mosaic law, and even Gentiles
who wanted to join Matthew’s
church had to be circumcised and
follow the Jewish dietary laws. On



this reading, Matthew’s gospel
expresses the view of the
Judaizers whom Paul opposed in
Galatians—Jesus is the Jewish
Messiah, and Gentiles who want
to follow him must first become
Jews by means of submission to

the Torah.2
This understanding of the

passage cannot work, however, for

two reasons.2 First, it fails to

recognize that when Jesus
illustrates what he means by these
words in the paragraphs that
follow (5:21-48), he contrasts his
own teaching with the teaching
given to “the people long ago”
(5:21, 33) who heard Moses say,



“Do not murder,” “do not commit
adultery,” and “eye for eye, and

tooth for tooth.”12 In other words,
there is an unambiguous element
of discontinuity between Jesus’
ethical teaching and the ethical
teaching enshrined in the Mosaic
law.

Second, elsewhere in Matthew’s
gospel, Jesus sets aside elements
of the Mosaic law. Instead of
agreeing that all work is forbidden
on the Sabbath, as the law states,
Jesus asserts his authority over the
Sabbath as the Son of Man who is
greater than the temple, and he
claims that “it is lawful to do good

on the Sabbath” (12:6, 8, 12).1



Similarly, although Matthew
omits Mark’s explicit statement
that “Jesus declared all foods
‘clean”” (Mark 7:19) and focuses
the discussion on the washing of
hands (15:20), the implications of
Jesus’ statement about food are as
clear in Matthew as they are in
Mark:

Do you not see that
whatever enters the mouth
goes into the stomach and
then out of the body? But the
things that come out of the
mouth come from the heart,
and these defile you. (15:17—

18; cf. Mark 7:18-20)12



On the issue of divorce, again
Jesus could not be clearer: Moses
permitted divorce and remarriage
(Deut. 24:1, 3), but Jesus does not
permit it, except on the grounds of
sexual infidelity (5:31-32; 19:3-
12). Jesus is not taking the strict
position of Shammai rather than

the lenient position of Hillel on

the interpretation of Moses here.12

He is doing something that
combatants in the debate between
these two schools of thought
would never do: He contrasts his
teaching with that of Moses by
appealing to God’s own intentions
in creating the institution of



marriage.

The notion that Matthew’s
gospel teaches strict fidelity to the
Mosaic law, therefore, is wrong.
The first gospel teaches fidelity to
Jesus’ teaching, something that
even Gentiles can do (28:20)
because Jesus abrogated the food

laws and never reaffirmed the

necessity of circumcision.14

What, then, could Matthew
mean when he says that Jesus’
disciples must not relax even the
least of the law’s commandments
but should instead teach those
commandments  (5:19)?  The
answer to this question is found in
5:17, where Jesus says that he has



not “come to abolish the Law or
the Prophets” but “to fulfill
them.” Here Matthew couples the
law with the prophets and uses his
special term “fulfill” (pléeroo) to
describe what Jesus does to the

law and the prophets.l2 We have
already seen that Jesus “fulfills”
the prophets by meeting their
expectations for a Messiah who
would bring the eschatological
restoration of God’s people. Is it
possible that Matthew thought of
Jesus’ teaching as somehow
bringing the law to its
eschatological fulfillment also?
Since Matthew could speak of the
law as something that



“prophesied” (11:13), it seems
likely that this was precisely his
understanding of the relationship
between Jesus’ teaching and the
Mosaic law. The Mosaic law was
incomplete as it stood, and Jesus
brought it to its eschatological
fulfillment.1®

How did he do this? Matthew
seems to have understood Jesus’
teaching to be the completion of
tendencies already latent in the
Mosaic law. The Mosaic law
provided legislation for the
functioning of a society that
would inevitably include people
uninterested in the humane
impulses that lay beneath the law.



In this situation, the law could not
address the condition of a person’s
heart. Thus, murder could be
forbidden as a way of reducing the
number of people killed by other
people, but there could be no
witness to or visible evidence of
the smoldering anger that gave
rise to murder, and therefore this
interior emotion could not be
addressed by the courts. Certain
adulterous actions could be
forbidden as a way of preventing
men from abusing their wives, but
the emotional abandonment that
lay at the heart of these adulterous
actions was known only to God
and to those guilty of it. The sinful



motivations that give rise to
murder and adultery lay out of
reach of the rules of evidence
required by the courts.

Within the nation of Israel,
rules had to be enacted to place
some restraint on less than perfect
situations. Divorce was inevitable,
so the woman who became its
victim might at least receive a
certificate indicating her
unmarried status so that she could
marry again. Violence was
unavoidable, so retribution for the
injury one had incurred might at
least be limited to nothing more
harmful than what one had
experienced—an eye (and no



more) for an eye; a tooth (and no
more) for a tooth. The “law of the
Lord” was indeed “perfect” for
these less than perfect situations
in a theocracy that included both
the godly and those whose hearts
were corrupt.

In contrast, Matthew believed
that Jesus was assembling a new
people who were “pure in heart”
(5:8). For such a people the
humane foundation that lay
beneath the Mosaic law could be
brought to the surface and the
Mosaic law brought to its
fulfillment. In the situation Jesus
envisioned, the only court would
be the eschatological judgment of



God, and the maximum
punishment would not be physical
death but hell itself (5:22, 29-30).
Evidence in this court would not
be the outward, physical
violations of normal societal
statutes but the intentions of the
heart (5:22, 28; cf. 6:21; 12:34;
13:15; 15:8, 18; 19:8).

Since Jesus did not define this
new people as a political entity,
the only standard that mattered
would be God’s ultimate standard.
There should not only be no
murder, but none of the hate-filled
anger that produces murder (5:21—
22). There should not only be no
adultery, but there should be no



lust, which leads to adultery
(5:27-30). Marriage should be the
institutionalization of the
permanent bonding of two people
into one flesh through sexual
intercourse, and one’s marriage
should only be declared a failure
if one’s spouse was sexually
unfaithful (19:3-9; cf. 5:31-32).
Disciples of Jesus must not
merely limit to a reasonable level
the vengeance that they take
against those who harm them, but
they must do their enemies no
violence at all (5:38-42).

This is the sense, therefore, in
which Jesus fulfilled the law and
in which none of it passed away in



his teaching. The Mosaic law had
legislated love for God and
neighbor in the less than perfect
situation of a theocracy. With the
coming of Jesus, God’s law could
be reduced to its fundamental
principles since Jesus’ disciples
were called upon to “be perfect ...
as your heavenly Father is
perfect” (5:48). Gregory of Nyssa
captured this element of the
Sermon on the Mount when he
wrote:

One can divide
wickedness under two
headings, one concerned with
works, the other with



thoughts. The former, the
iniquity which shows itself in
works, he [God] has punished
through the old law. Now,
however, he has given the
law regarding the other form
of sin, which punishes not so
much the evil deed itself, as
guards against even the

beginning of it.1Z

In summary, Matthew showed
throughout his gospel that Jesus
“fulfilled the Law and the
Prophets.” Many aspects of his
life and ministry from his
conception to his death matched
the expectations of the prophets



for the coming Messianic King
and Suffering Servant, who would
usher in the eschatological
restoration of God’s people. In a
similar way, his ethical teaching
brought the ethical tendencies of
the Mosaic law to completion for
God’s newly constituted people.



Jesus as the Embodiment
of the Law and of
Wisdom

Matthew not only wanted to
show that Jesus’ ethical teaching
fulfilled the law but also that
Jesus himself replaced the law as
the revelation of God’s will. He
does this in two ways. First, he
issues his own teaching as a new
law, comparable to the law of
Moses in authority, but different
from that law because it is now his
own teaching. The Sermon on the
Mount is modeled on the Mosaic
law: Its promulgation is connected



with a mountain (5:1), it contains
a programmatic passage
demonstrating how it brings the
Mosaic law to its divinely
appointed fulfillment (and
therefore end, 5:17-48), and it
concludes, like the Mosaic law,
with a blessing on those who obey
it and a curse on those who

disobey it (7:24-27).18 The same
idea appears at the end of
Matthew’s gospel when Jesus,
again speaking from a mountain,
urges the eleven to make disciples
of all nations by baptizing them
and by “teaching them to obey
everything I have commanded
you” (28:16-20). Jesus’ teachings,



not the Mosaic law, now form the
standard for God’s will.

Second, Matthew shows that
Jesus’ teaching and actions were
integrated. He embodied what he
taught. Not only did he urge his
disciples to be merciful (5:7), but
he showed mercy to others (9:27;
15:22; 20:30). Not only did he
bless those who were persecuted
for righteousness’ sake (5:10), but
he himself died unjustly, despite
his innocence (27:23). Not only
did he tell others to turn the other
cheek (5:39), but he refused to
strike back at those who arrested
him (26:52-53). He urged his
followers to deny themselves, take



up their crosses, and follow him
(16:24), and he took up the cross
to suffer death for the forgiveness
of others’ sins (26:28, 39, 42;
27:26)12 Not merely Jesus’
teaching, therefore, but Jesus
himself is the expression—in deed
as well as word—of God’s will.
Because of this Jesus replaces the
Mosaic law.

Matthew also understood Jesus
as the embodiment of Wisdom. He
makes this most explicit in 11:1-
30. Here Matthew says that John
the Baptist heard, while he was in
prison, of “the works of the
Messiah” (NIV “what Christ was

doing,” 11:2).2% Curious about the



significance of the works for
understanding the identity of
Jesus, John sent his disciples to
ask Jesus if he was the Christ.
Jesus responded with a summary
of his miraculous healings and of
his preaching (11:3-6). He then
praised John and criticized “this
generation” for rejecting both
John and Jesus himself. “But,” he
concludes, “wisdom is justified by

her works” (11:19, aut.).2!
Matthew shows how Jesus
justifies his messianic status by
reference to his works and then
claims that wisdom is justified by

her works.22 This gives the
impression that Matthew



considered Jesus to be the
embodiment of Wisdom.23

This impression  receives
confirmation in Jesus’
thanksgiving prayer and call for
people to come to him a few
sentences later (11:28-30). Here
Jesus’ relationship to God is put in
terms that customarily described
the relationship between Wisdom

and God.?* God has a unique
knowledge of Wisdom, just as the
Father has a unique knowledge of
the Son (e.g. Bar. 3:32). Similarly,
Wisdom has a unique
understanding of God, just as
Jesus has a unique understanding
of his Father (e.g., Wisd. 9:9).



Jesus’ call for the weary and
burdened to come to him and take
his yoke is also reminiscent of the
traditional call of Wisdom to the
simple to come and learn from
her:

"Come to me, you who
desire me,
and eat your fill of my
fruits.
For the memory of me is
sweeter than honey,
and the possession of me
sweeter than the honeycomb.
Those who eat of me will
hunger for more,
and those who drink of me



will thirst for more.
Whoever obeys me will

not be put to shame,
and those who work with
me will not sin.” (Sir. 24:19—-

22 NRSV)22

This identification of Jesus with
Wisdom is in some ways not
surprising since Jewish literature
from the second temple period
often portrays the Messiah as a
teacher of Wisdom, and a
Christian tradition identifying
Jesus with Wisdom already
surrounded  Matthew.2®  For

Matthew, however, this
identification may have assumed



special importance because he
may have been familiar with a
Jewish tendency to view the law
of God as the embodiment of the
Wisdom of God on earth. Ben
Sira, for example, includes in a
lengthy discussion of Wisdom the
following judgment:

All this is the book of the
covenant of the Most High
God,

the law that Moses
commanded us

as an inheritance for the
congregations of Jacob. (Sir.

24:23)27



For Matthew, therefore, Jesus is
the embodiment of God’s will,
sometimes conceived as God’s
law and sometimes conceived as
Wisdom. Matthew expresses this
motif subtly rather than explicitly,
so it is important not to
exaggerate its importance. It
would also be a mistake, however,
to miss the contribution that it
makes to one of Matthew’s most
important themes. Just as Jesus’
life  fulfills the  prophets’
expectations for the Messiah and
just as Jesus’ teaching perfects the
Mosaic law, so Jesus himself has
replaced the Mosaic law as the
perfect revelation of God’s will. If



many Jews of Matthew’s time
understood the law to be the
embodiment of Wisdom, then
Matthew wants his readers to see

that Jesus was the embodiment of
both.



Jesus as the New and
Greater Moses

As readers of his gospel have
often observed, Matthew makes an
implicit comparison between

Jesus and Moses.28 Allusions to
Moses are most frequent in the
birth and infancy narratives (1:18-
2:21). Just as Pharaoh, king of
Egypt, tried to kill every male
infant in Egypt (Ex. 1:15-16), so
Herod, king of Judea, ordered that
male infants in Bethlehem should
be killed (Matt. 2:16—18). Just as
Moses was forced from Egypt
because Pharaoh wanted to kill



him (Ex. 2:15), so Jesus had to
leave Judea because Herod wanted
to kill him (Matt. 2:13-14). Just
as God commanded Moses to
return to Egypt since “those
seeking your life have died” (Ex.
4:19), so God’s angel ordered
Joseph to return to Israel since
“those seeking the child’s life

have died” (Matt. 2:19-20).22 Just
as Moses took his wife and sons
back to his native land (Ex. 4:20),
so Joseph took Mary and Jesus
back to the place of Jesus’ birth.
The parallels continue, although
in a less concentrated way, as the
narrative proceeds. When
Matthew wrote that Jesus “went



up into the mountain [anebe eis to
oros]” and “sat” (kathisantos) to
teach his disciples a set of ethical
precepts that fulfilled the Mosaic
law (5:1, 17), he probably
intended to evoke the image of
Moses “going up into the
mountain” (LXX: anabainontos ...
eis to oros) to receive from God
the tablets of the covenant and
“sitting” (MT: yaSab) there “forty
days and forty nights” (Deut. 9:9;
cf. Matt. 4:2).20

In Matthew’s mind, other
instances of Jesus going “up into
the mountain” (14:23; cf. 17:1;
28:16) or going up into the
mountain and sitting (15:29; cf.



24:3) may also have echoed this
connection between Moses and
“the mountain” in the

Pentateuch.2! In his account of
Jesus’ transfiguration (17:1-9),
Matthew followed Mark in saying
that Jesus brought Peter, James,
and John “up into a mountain,”
but then he deviated from Mark in
commenting that Jesus’ face
shone and in placing Moses before
Elijah when he listed Jesus’
companions during the
transfiguration.  These  slight
changes seem to underline Jesus’
similarity to Moses, whose face
also shone on a mountain (Ex.

34:29).22 Finally, at the end of the



gospel Jesus again goes to a
mountain and there recalls
“everything” he has “commanded”
(28:19-20). His disciples, he says,
should teach these things to all
nations. It is difficult not to think
of the connection between Moses,
Mount Sinai, and the
commandments of the law when
reading this passage.33

Here too, however, Jesus is not
simply like Moses but is greater

than Moses.2* Unlike Moses,
Jesus was conceived by the
intervention of God’s Holy Spirit
(1:18-25).22 Unlike Moses, Jesus
gives the eschatological
fulfillment of God’s law, not its



provisional expression. Unlike
Moses, the transfiguration of
Jesus’ face leads his followers to
address him as “Lord” (17:4; cf.
Mark 9:5, “Rabbi,” and Luke 9:33,
“Master”) and is followed by
God’s announcement that Jesus is
his beloved Son and the Servant of

whom Isaiah spoke (17:5).2% Not
surprisingly, then, Jesus
commissions his disciples at the
gospel’s conclusion to teach the
nations everything that he has
commanded, not everything that
Moses has commanded (28:16-
20). Jesus is like Moses, but is
greater than Moses and supersedes

him.3Z



Jesus as the Messiah,
Son of David, and Son of
God

Like Mark before him (see
chapter 3, above), Matthew wants
his readers to know that Jesus
fulfilled Jewish  expectations
about “the Christ”—the
descendent of the shepherd king,
David, who would be anointed
king and would rescue Israel from
the wicked shepherds of God’s
people.  Jeremiah  put the
expectation this way:

"The days are coming,”



declares the LORD,
"when I will raise up to
David a righteous Branch,
a King who will reign
wisely
and do what is just and
right in the land.
In his days Judah will be
saved
and Israel will live in
safety.” (Jer. 23:5-6a)

Matthew began the opening
section of his gospel (1:1-2:23),
which is wunique to him, by
identifying Jesus as the “Christ
the son of David” and then by
emphasizing to his readers that



Jesus was “the Christ” (1:16, 18),
“the one who has been born king
of the Jews” (2:2) in accord with
the expectations of the prophets
that “a ruler” would come who
would “shepherd my people
Israel” (2:5-6). Matthew
underlines Jesus’ Davidic descent
by explicitly referring to him as
David’s son (1:1), by repeating the
name “David” in his genealogy of
Jesus more often than any other
name (1:1, 6, 17), and by telling
readers that Joseph too was the
“son of David” (1:20). Matthew
emphasizes Jesus’ royal status in
the tragic account of “the king”
Herod’s murder of children in



Bethlehem in an effort to snuff out
the one “who has been born king
of the Jews” (2:2, 9). The position
of all this at the beginning of the
narrative shows that Matthew
wanted to portray Jesus as the
messianic  king of prophetic
expectation.

This emphasis continues
throughout  the  gospel in
statements that are unique to
Matthew. In 11:2-6, John the
Baptist, in prison, learns about the
deeds of the Christ. In 16:16-20
Jesus commands his disciples not
to tell to others what his Father in
heaven has revealed to them,
namely, that he is the Christ (cf.



11:27). In 23:10 Jesus tells his
disciples that they should not be
called “teacher” because they have
“one Teacher, the Christ.” In his
account of Jesus’ trial before
Pilate, Matthew twice replaces
Mark’s title “king of the Jews”
with the title “Christ” (Matt.
27:17, 22; cf. Mark 15:9, 12).

In a similar way, Matthew
multiplies references to Jesus as

the “son of David.”38 He
incorporates two accounts of blind
men approaching Jesus for healing
with a plea for Jesus as “Son of
David” to have mercy on them
(9:27-31; 20:29-34). Only the
second of these accounts appears



in Mark, and there only one blind
man acclaims Jesus with this title
(Mark  10:46-52). Only in
Matthew do the crowds inquire,
“Could this be the Son of David?”
after Jesus heals a blind and mute
man (Matt. 12:23).

In addition, Matthew alters
Mark’s account of the Syro-
Phoenician woman so that she
approaches Jesus with the plea,
“Lord, Son of David, have mercy
on me!” (15:22). Similarly, when
Jesus enters Jerusalem amid the
praises of the people gathered for
Passover, = Matthew rephrases
Mark so that the people shout not,
“Hosanna!... Blessed is the



coming kingdom of our father
David” (Mark 11:10), but,
“Hosanna to the Son of David!”
(21:9). A few sentences later,
Matthew adds to Mark an account
of the chief priests and scribes
rebuking Jesus for accepting from
the lips of children the same
acclamation: “Hosanna to the Son
of David!” (21:15).32

As if to complete the picture,
Matthew emphasizes Jesus’ role
as the one like King David who,
according to the prophet Ezekiel,
would come to the scattered flock
of God’s people and “tend them
and be their shepherd” (Ezek.
34:23-24). Not only does he



preserve  Mark’s  shepherding
metaphors and the parable of the
lost sheep, which also appears in
Luke, but he uses this imagery in
ways that are unique to his gospel.
Matthew says that the chief priests
and scribes assembled by the
troubled Herod knew that,
according to Micah, the Messiah
would be born in Bethlehem
because from that small town
would come a leader who would
“be the shepherd of my people
Israel” (2:6; cf. Mic. 5:2, 4). In
addition, Matthew says that when
Jesus sent out his disciples, they
went “to the lost sheep of Israel”
(10:6), and that Jesus himself was



sent “only to the lost sheep of
Israel” (15:24). At the final
judgment Jesus, who is both “Son
of Man” and “king,” will judge the
nations, separating “the people
one from another as a shepherd
separates the sheep from the
goats” (25:32).40

Like Mark, Matthew linked
Jesus’ messiahship with the idea

that Jesus was God’s Son.#! Thus
Peter’s confession of Jesus’
identity binds the two
designations together: “You are
the Christ [Messiah],” says Peter,
“the Son of the living God”
(16:16). As we have seen in our
study of Mark’s theology, the



notion that Israel’s anointed king
was also God’s Son appears in
Psalm 2:7 and 2 Samuel 7:14.
These Old Testament passages did
not imply that God and the
anointed king were qualitatively
unified. Matthew joins Mark,
however, in implying precisely
this when he links Jesus’
messiahship with his divine
sonship.  Matthew’s  opening
genealogical record of “Jesus
Christ the son of David” (1:1), for
example, ends by referring to
Jesus specifically as “the Christ
[Messiah]” (1:17), and a line
introducing “the birth of Jesus the
Messiah” (1:18, aut.) immediately



follows this ending.

The account of this birth then
reveals that the action of God’s
Spirit created the Messiah Jesus in
Mary’s womb (1:20) and that this
Messiah would fulfill Isaiah’s
prophecy of the birth of one whose
name would be “Immanuel” (cf.
Isa. 7:14). Matthew translates this
name for his readers as “God with
us” (Matt. 1:23).

By weaving Jesus’ messiahship
into the account of Jesus’ birth
and by telling his readers that
Jesus’ real father was God,
Matthew implies that Jesus’
messianic sonship broke the
boundaries of Jewish expectations.



At the beginning of his gospel,
therefore, Matthew defines Jesus’
sonship in a way that implies the
unity of Jesus with God. He
probably intends this initial
definition of Jesus’ divine sonship
to inform his readers’
understanding of the sixteen
places in his narrative, fifteen of
them unique to his gospel, in
which Jesus refers to God as “my
Father.”

To summarize, Matthew
considers Jesus to be the
messianic son of David and Son of
God. At the same time, he joins
Mark in moving beyond this
traditional category to define



Jesus’ messianic divine sonship in
terms of union with God. As
God’s Son, he is also “Immanuel
... God with us.” For Matthew, if
Jesus is present “with us,” then, in
Jesus, “God” is present “with us”
also (18:20; 28:20).



Jesus as the
Personification of Israel

Although this theme is not
prominent, Matthew implies in
several passages that Jesus
himself embodies the nation of
Israel, recapitulating its
temptations and suffering its fate.
As he develops this theme,
Matthew subtly makes the case
that Jesus succeeded in obeying
God whereas Israel failed.

The theme begins in 2:14-23,
where Matthew says that an angel
of the Lord warned Joseph in a
dream to flee the wrath of Herod



who would soon “search for the
child to kill him.” The angel told
Joseph to flee to Egypt and to stay
there until the Lord signaled him
that it was safe to return to Israel.
Matthew says that this happened
to fulfill the prophecy of Hosea
11:1, “Out of Egypt I called my
son.” The “son” to whom Hosea
referred here was the nation of
Israel itself, whom God called out
of slavery in Egypt during the
Exodus but who rebelled against
God’s love by falling into
idolatry.

The theme continues in
Matthew’s account of Jesus’
testing in the desert (4:1-11),



which he patterns after the
account of Israel’s wandering in
the desert as Deuteronomy 6-8

describe and allude to it.#2
According to Deuteronomy 8:2-3
(xx), God “harmed,” “tested,” and
“examined” Israel in the desert for
forty years, and, more
specifically, “weakened them
through hunger.” He did this to
show them that “a human being
shall not live on bread alone, but
on every word that comes from
the mouth of God.” Israel did not
pass the test but instead grumbled
about their lack of food (Ex. 16:1-
36), and themselves put God to the
test by insisting that their lack of



water in the desert called into
question whether the Lord was
among them (Deut. 6:16; cf. Ex.
17:1-7).

They also committed idolatry,
and Moses had to remind them
that they should “fear the Lord
your God, and serve him, and
cling to him” (Deut. 6:13, LXX).
In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus, too,
faces these tests, but unlike Israel,
he remains obedient to God,
answering the devil in the words
of Deuteronomy 8:3 (“[A human
being] does not live on bread
alone, but on every word that
comes from the mouth of God”),
6:16 (“Do not put the LORD your



God to the test”), and 6:13
(“Worship the LORD your God,
and serve him only"; cf. Matt.
4:1-11). For Matthew, Jesus
recapitulated the history of Israel,
but at the points in Israel’s story
where the nation failed to obey
God, Jesus succeeded.

This made Jesus the ideal
candidate for fulfilling the role of
the Servant in Isaiah’s four
Servant Songs. Isaiah imagines
the Servant as both an individual

and the nation of Israel.#3 His
character as an individual is clear.
He would not come as a military
conqueror but would establish
justice in a gentle way (Isa. 42:1—



4). His justice would not be
limited to one people but would
extend to the whole earth (Isa.
42:4; 49:6; 52:15). He would
suffer, but not for his own sins
(Isa.  50:5-6). Instead, his
suffering would atone for the sins
of others (Isa. 52:13-53:12). At
the same time, the context of the
first Servant Song, which uses the
term “servant” unambiguously of
Israel (41:8-9), and the explicit
statement within the second
Servant Song that God’s servant is
Israel (Isa. 49:3), reveal that the

image has a corporate, national

dimension.24

When he describes Jesus’



ministry prior to his passion,
Matthew emphasizes the
identification of Jesus with the
Servant that he found before him
in Mark, bringing it more clearly
into the open. He follows Mark in
recording God’s commendation of
Jesus at his baptism in words
reminiscent of Isaiah 42:1, but
then repeats precisely these words
in his narrative of Jesus’
transfiguration (Matt. 3:15; 17:5).
In addition to this, he interprets
Jesus’ healing ministry as a
fulfillment of the Servant’s role in
Isaiah 53:4 and 11 (Matt. 8:17),
and he correlates Jesus’
nonviolent approach to his



enemies with the description of
the Servant in Isaiah 42:1-4
(Matt. 12:18-21). This last
instance is the longest biblical

quotation in Matthew’s gospel.%>
He follows this pattern of
bringing out into the open Mark’s
more allusive correlation between
Jesus and the Servant when he
speaks of Jesus’ death. He follows
Mark 10:45 (“as a ransom for
many”) precisely in 20:28, but in
Jesus’ words over the cup at the
Last Supper, he makes more
explicit than Mark that Jesus’
death  corresponded to the
vicarious, atoning nature of the

Servant’s suffering:4®



Of the Synoptic Gospels only
Matthew has the reference to the
“forgiveness of sins” here, a
reference that is conceptually
parallel to the Suffering Servant’s
role in bearing the “iniquities” and
“sins” of God’s people (cf.
1:21).42 As we move through
Matthew’s passion narrative, we
find that he meticulously followed
Mark’s detailed correlation of the
circumstances of Jesus’ passion
with the passion of the Servant.
Everything is here: the beating



(26:67; 27:30), mocking (26:68;
27:29), spitting (26:67; 27:30),
and insults from passers-by
(27:40)—all received in silence
(26:62; 27:14) and all heaped on a
blameless victim (27:23).
Matthew, therefore, makes a
more explicit identification of
Jesus with Isaiah’s Suffering
Servant than does Mark. Since in
other ways he emphasizes that
Jesus personified Israel, he may
have been especially interested in
this category for understanding
Jesus because in Isaiah the
Servant is both an individual and
the whole people. Like the
Servant, Jesus was everything that



Israel should have been but was
nevertheless numbered among the
transgressors.  His  suffering,
therefore, was not for his own sin
but for the sins of others.



Summary

Much of Matthew’s gospel is
devoted to the demonstration that
Jesus fulfilled the eschatological
tendencies of Israel’s Scriptures.
Jesus brought the teaching of the
law and the prophets to
completion, fulfilling  them
through his person, his deeds, and
his words. He perfected the ethical
tendencies of the Mosaic law,
modifying it so that it governed
not a theocracy but the
eschatological people of God. Just
as the law embodied “Wisdom” in
Jewish  tradition, so Jesus
embodied the law, revealing a



perfect integrity between his
teaching and his actions. He was
like Moses, yet was greater than
Moses. He fulfilled and went
beyond the expectations of Israel
for a Davidic King who would be
God’s anointed Son. His ministry
and death fulfilled the role of the
Isaianic  Servant, who both
faithfully  discharged Israel’s
commission and bore the sins of
unfaithful Israel through an
atoning death.

The completeness with which
Jesus fulfilled and exceeded the
expectations of Israel’s Scriptures
for the nation’s deliverance
highlights for Matthew the



tragedy of Jesus’ clash with the
Jewish leaders over his identity
and his teaching. If the theme that
Jesus fulfilled the Scriptures
dominates Matthew’s gospel, the
theme that the hard-heartedness
and hypocrisy of the Jewish
leaders led them to reject Jesus
dominates it also.



THE CLASH
BETWEEN JESUS AND
THE JEWISH
LEADERSHIP

Like Mark, Matthew viewed
the Jewish leadership’s rejection

of Jesus as profoundly tragic.#8
Matthew’s development of this
theme,  however, is  more
polemical than Mark’s approach
to it, perhaps in response to
Jewish persecution of Christians
(10:17;  23:34) and Jewish
polemics against Christian claims

(28:15).42 In any case, Matthew



wanted his readers to know that
opposition to Jesus came from a
broad spectrum of the Jewish
leadership and from many of the
common people. He also wanted
to show that Jesus had pronounced
God’s judgment on the Jews who
rejected his Son. This judgment
would come in two forms: Their
city and temple would be
destroyed and God’s saving
purposes would move beyond the
Jewish people to a new people,
composed of both Jews and
Gentiles who had decided to
follow Jesus.



The Jewish Leaders’
Rejection of Jesus

The comprehensiveness  of
Jesus’  fulfillment of  the
Scriptures is matched ironically
by the comprehensiveness of his
rejection by the Jewish leadership.
Matthew used a variety of terms
for  this  leadership—scribes,
Pharisees, Sadducees, elders of the
people, and chief priests—and this
variety leaves the reader with the
impression that every type and
rank of leader opposed Jesus.
They opposed him, moreover, not
sporadically or gradually, but



unremittingly and from cradle to
grave. “All Jerusalem”—including
the chief priests and scribes—are
troubled together with the
notoriously cruel Herod when they
hear that the king of the Jews has

been born (2:3).22 The scribes
believe that when Jesus forgives
the sins of a paralytic, he is
blaspheming (9:3). The Pharisees
say twice that he casts out demons
“by the prince of demons” (9:34;
12:24) and seek ways to destroy
Jesus because they believe he has
broken the Sabbath (12:14). As
part of their plot to kill him, they
frequently “test” Jesus (16:1;
19:3; 22:18; cf. 22:35), hoping to



snare him in his words (22:15).

The scribes and the Pharisees
are disturbed that Jesus’ disciples
transgress their legal traditions
(15:2). The chief priests and
scribes are angry when children in
the temple hail Jesus as the Son of
David (21:15-16). The chief
priests and the elders of the people
are skeptical that Jesus has any
authority to act and teach like a
prophet (21:23). The chief priests
and the Pharisees take offense at
his  parables (21:45). The
Sadducees argue with him over
the resurrection (22:23).

Finally, the chief priests and the
elders of the people plot to arrest



Jesus (26:3-5). They hire Judas to
betray Jesus (26:14); they arrest
Jesus (26:47); they convict him of
blasphemy (26:65); and they see
to it that Pilate carries out their
death sentence (27:12, 20). Joined
by the scribes, they mock Jesus as
he suffers on the cross (27:41).
Anticipating reports of Jesus’
resurrection, the chief priests
place guards at his tomb (27:62—
66), and after Jesus has risen from
the dead, they bribe their guards to
say that Jesus’ disciples stole his
body. “This story,” comments
Matthew, “has been widely
circulated among the Jews to this
very day” (28:15).



This is a bleak picture of total
opposition to Jesus. A broad
spectrum of the Jewish leadership
repudiates his person, claims, and
teaching throughout his life and
into Matthew’s own time. What
could account for such resistance
from the leaders of Israel to the
Messiah, the Son of the living
God?

Matthew has no doubt about the
answer to this question. The
outward display of piety among
the Jewish leaders disguises hearts
full of corruption. Their claims to
be descendants of Abraham (3:9),
their ostentatious display of
almsgiving (6:2), their public



prayers (6:5), their obvious fasts
(6:16), their unwillingness to
associate with sinners (9:10-13),
their concern that people keep the
Mosaic law in meticulous detail
(12:1-14; 23:5, 23, 25), their zeal
for making proselytes (23:15),
their displays of devotion to the
temple (15:3-6), and their care for
their  ancestors’ monuments
(23:29) comprise a pious veneer
over impure hearts. This outward
piety is often merely intended to
win the applause of others (6:2, 5,
16; 23:5-7), to mask greed (15:5-
6; 23:25), or to find a way to break
one’s word legally (23:16-22).
The Jewish leaders are therefore



like whitewashed tombs—
beautiful on the outside but inside
full of dead, and ritually impure,
bones (23:27-28). Their lips
mouth pious language, but their
hearts are far from God (15:7-8).
Matthew  singles out for
particular criticism the failure of
the Jewish leadership to match
their words with their deeds. They
claim to be Abraham’s children
but do not bear the fruits of
repentance (3:7-10). They claim
to be devoted to God’s law but
have failed to appreciate its
weightier matters of justice,
mercy, and faith (9:13; 12:7;
23:23). They possess copies of the



Mosaic law and therefore control
the access of many others to it, but
they fail to obey the very law that
they teach to others (23:1-3). In a

word, they are hypocrites.21

If one looks beyond their
theatrical displays of piety,
however, one discovers that the
wicked deeds of the Jewish
leaders are consistent with the
corrupt hearts from which these
deeds flow. For example, Matthew
follows Mark in recounting Jesus’
forgiveness and healing of a
paralytic (9:1-8; cf. Mark 2:1-
12), but where Mark records
Jesus’ rebuke to the scribes as,
“Why are you thinking these



things?” (Mark 2:8), Matthew
puts, “Why do you entertain evil
thoughts in your hearts?'” (9:4).
Matthew does something similar
with words that he apparently
found without any narrative
context in the source that he
shared with Luke (Q) and that he
had already included in the
Sermon on the Mount (7:15-20;

cf. Luke 6:43-45)22  He
paraphrases these words and uses
them to explain why the Pharisees
have blasphemed the Holy Spirit
by accusing Jesus of casting out
demons by the power of

Beelzebub, the prince of demons
(12:22-32):



Either make a tree good,
and its fruit good; or make a
tree bad, and its fruit bad; for
the tree is known by its fruit.
You brood of vipers! How
can you speak good things,
when you are evil? For out of
the abundance of the heart
the mouth speaks. The good
person brings good things out
of a good treasure, and the
evil person brings evil things
out of an evil treasure.
(12:33-35; cf. 15:18)

The Pharisees have spoken
unpardonably evil words against
the Holy Spirit because their



hearts are evil. They need to clean
the inside of their cup, which is
full of greed and self-indulgence
(23:26), of hypocrisy and
wickedness (23:28), and only then
will the outside be clean also
(23:26).



God’s Judgment on the
Jewish Leaders’
Rejection of Jesus

For Matthew, this
comprehensive rejection of Jesus
by the corrupt leaders of the
Jewish people leads inexorably to
God’s judgment on his people.
This judgment takes two forms:
the destruction of Jerusalem and
the movement of God’s saving
purposes beyond the ethnic
boundaries of Israel.22 Matthew
brings these two themes to the
surface in several places.

In his account of the healing of



the centurion’s servant (8:5-13),
Matthew makes three changes that
emphasize these themes. These
changes become visible when we
compare Matthew’s version of the
story with the one in Luke 7:1-10,
which probably reproduces more
exactly  their (hypothetical)
common source Q. First, in Luke,
a group of Jews tells Jesus that the
centurion deserves to have his
request for the healing of his
servant granted because “he loves
our nation and has built our
synagogue” (Luke 7:5). Matthew
omits this positive reference to the
connection between the centurion,
the Jewish people, and their



institutions.

Second, in Luke, Jesus’ amazed
response to the centurion’s faith
runs, “I tell you, I have not found
such great faith even in Israel”
(Luke 7:9). Matthew, however,
highlights the lack of faith in
Israel by rendering Jesus’ words,
“I have not found anyone in Israel
with such great faith” (Matt.
8:10).

Third, and most significant,
Matthew moves a comment he has
found at another place in Q (Luke
13:22-30; cf. Matt. 7:21-23) to
give it a place in this story:

I say to you that many



will come from the east and
the west, and will take their
places at the feast with
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in
the kingdom of heaven. But
the subjects of the kingdom
will be thrown outside, in the
darkness, where there will be
weeping and gnashing of
teeth. (8:11-12; cf. Luke
13:28-29)

Matthew intends his readers to
understand that the lack of faith in
Jesus within Israel has led to
God’s  judgment, and this
judgment has expressed itself in
the extension of God’s saving



purposes beyond Israel to include
Gentiles.

Similarly, Matthew shapes his
version of Jesus’ teaching about
the people of Nineveh, the Queen
of the South, and the return of the
unclean spirit in chapter 12 to
emphasize the theme of judgment
on God’s people. This again
becomes visible when we compare
Matthew’s account with its
counterpart in Luke. Luke, who
probably followed the order of Q
here, placed Jesus’ teaching on the
return of the unclean spirit (Luke
11:24-26) directly after his
response to the hostile charge that
he could cast out demons because



he was an ally of Beelzebub

(11:14-23).2¢ This is a natural
place for the paragraph since it
seems to warn those who have
benefited from Jesus’ exorcisms
to follow this experience with
faith rather than leaving unfilled
the spiritual vacuum that the

departed evil spirit left behind.2>
For Luke, this is the sense in
which “the final condition of that
person is worse than the first”
(11:26).

In contrast, Matthew, who was
probably also following Q, shifts
the position of this paragraph
(Matt. 12:43-45) so that it forms
the climax to Jesus’ teaching on



the people of Nineveh and the
Queen of the South (12:41-42).
Jesus contrasts the penitent hearts
and godly devotion of these
Gentiles with “the Pharisees and
scribes,” whose insistence on a
sign from Jesus to prove his
identity is evidence that they are
part of a “wicked and adulterous
generation” (12:38-39). In this
context, the story of the returning
spirit refers to the nation of Israel,
which has benefited from Jesus’
exorcisms and other
compassionate activity but whose
rejection of Jesus will result in a
“final condition ... worse than the
first” (12:45). As if to remove any



ambiguity that this is how he
reads Jesus’ teaching on the return
of the unclean spirit, Matthew
adds to his version, “That is how it
will be with this wicked
generation” (12:45).2% Once again,
Matthew has spoken of the two
facets of God’s judgment of Israel
for their rejection of Jesus: He
will devastate their nation and
move his purposes beyond its
boundaries to include the Gentiles.

This theme becomes crystal
clear in two back-to-back parables
strategically located near the end
of Matthew’s gospel as the plot of
the Jewish leaders against Jesus
reaches its climax. In the parable



of the wicked tenants (21:33-43),
Jesus recalls Isaiah’s parable of an
unfruitful vineyard—*“the house of
Israel”—to which God brings
judgment  (Isa. 5:1-7). In
Matthew’s version, the action
focuses less on the vineyard than
on the tenants who rent the
vineyard from a landowner and
then brazenly mistreat two
successive groups of servants who
come to collect the owner’s rent.
Finally, the vineyard owner sends
his own son to the tenants,
thinking that they will surely
respect him. Instead, blinded by
greed, they kill the owner’s son.
The owner’s natural reaction to



these events, as the chief priests
and Pharisees themselves
comment, is to put the wretched
tenants to a fittingly miserable
death and rent the vineyard to
others “who will give him his
share of the crop at harvest time”

(Matt. 21:41).2Z

In the parable of the wedding
banquet (22:1-14), Jesus makes
the same two points of destruction
for Israel and extension of God’s
saving purposes to other peoples.
The story speaks of a king who
prepared a banquet “for his son”
(22:2) and sent out servants to
invite his subjects. Those to whom
these servants went, however,



snubbed, mistreated, and killed
them. As a result,

the king was enraged. He
sent his army and destroyed
those murderers and burned
their city.

Then he said to his
servants, “The  wedding
banquet is ready, but those 1
invited did not deserve to
come. Go to the street
corners and invite to the
banquet anyone you find.”
(22:7-9)

It is difficult not to see
allusions to the destruction of



Jerusalem and the extension of the
gospel to the Gentiles in both of
these parables.

In a similar way, any doubt that
Matthew  understands  God’s
judgment to  include  the
destruction of Jerusalem is laid to
rest when we consider the final
paragraph of Jesus’ “woes”
against the scribes and Pharisees

in chapter 23.28 The seventh and
final woe accuses the scribes and
Pharisees of standing at the end of
a long line of persecutors of God’s
prophets, wise men, and scribes.
God’s judgment for all this
mayhem, Jesus says, will fall
“upon this generation” (23:36).



Jesus then laments the
recalcitrance of Jerusalem and
pronounces its doom: “Look, your
house is left to you desolate”
(23:38). He next gives a detailed
prophecy of the destruction of the
temple (24:1-2) and of great
suffering in Judea (24:15-25).



Anti-Judaism in
Matthew?

Matthew’s criticism of the
Jewish  leadership and his
implication of many other Jews in
the rejection and death of Jesus
have led some interpreters of his
gospel to conclude that he was
anti-Jewish, perhaps even an anti-

Jewish Gentile.22 Three
considerations make this an unfair
reading of Matthew’s gospel.
First, Matthew is a member of a
minority group that is being
threatened by an unbelieving
Jewish majority (10:17; 23:34; cf.



5:11-12). In later centuries the
tables were reversed on a massive
scale so that the first-century
Jewish persecution of Christians
paled in comparison with the
horrors perpetrated against Jewish
people under the banner of a false
Christianity. Matthew, however,
wrote before this turn of events,
and if we are to read his gospel in
a historically sensitive way, then
his criticism must be understood
not as an instrument of oppression
but as a response to his own (and
Jesus') experience of oppression at
the hands of a powerful majority.
Second, although Matthew’s
own context of persecution at the



hands of unbelieving Jews
understandably makes a critique
of unbelieving Judaism his first
concern, he occasionally reveals
that, if asked to do so, he could
have produced an equally
withering critique of unbelieving
Gentiles. In the Sermon on the
Mount, Jesus not only criticizes
hypocritical Jews who pray in
ostentatious ways “to be seen by
others” (6:5), but Gentiles as well,
“for they think they will be heard
because of their many words”
(6:7). Jesus’ disciples should not
be like them any more than they
should be like Jewish hypocrites
(6:5, 8). Moreover, Matthew does



not imagine that wunbelieving
Gentiles will receive Christians
any more warmly than
unbelieving Jews. Not only will
Jesus’ disciples be flogged in
synagogues, but they will be
dragged “before governors and
kings as witnesses to them and to
the Gentiles” (10:17-18), and they
“will be hated by all nations”
(24:9).

In addition, as we will see more
fully below, Matthew tolerates
hypocrites within the church no
more than hypocrites among
unbelieving Jews. For Matthew,
the church is a mixed body of
authentic followers of Jesus and



those who only pay lip service to
the Lord. This second group,
whom Matthew makes a point of
calling “hypocrites” (24:51; cf.
7:5), will face eschatological
judgment and banishment from
the kingdom just as assuredly as
the hypocrites among the Jews
will experience the destruction of
their temple and their own
ejection from the people of God.
Third, and most important for
understanding the theology of
Matthew, he interprets Jesus’ role
(and perhaps his own) against the
background of Jeremiah’s difficult
career during the late seventh and
early sixth centuries B.C. In his



great temple speech, Jeremiah
spoke against the hypocrisy of
Israel’s leaders who oppressed the
alien, the fatherless, and the
widow (Jer. 7:6), violated the ten
commandments (Jer. 7:9), and
engaged in perverse worship (Jer.
7:9, 16—18), but who thought that
by their burnt offerings in the
Jerusalem temple they would
escape God’s wrath (Jer. 7:22; cf.
26:1-24).5 In a similar way, in
Matthew Jesus speaks against
those whose hypocrisy has driven
them to place sacrifice above
mercy (Matt. 9:13; 12:7; 23:23).
Just as Jeremiah predicted
rejection for “this generation that



is under [God’s] wrath” (Jer. 7:29)
and destruction for Jerusalem and
its temple (Jer. 7:12-15, 32-34;
26:6), so Jesus in Matthew’s
gospel speaks of “this generation”
as if it is rejected (Matt. 11:16;
12:41-45; 23:36; 24:34) and
warns of  the impending
destruction of Jerusalem and its
temple (Matt. 21:12-22; 23:1-
24:35).%1

It seems likely, therefore, that
when in Matthew’s gospel “all the
people” take responsibility for
Jesus’ death with the words, “His
blood is on us and on our
children!” (27:25), they are
echoing  Jeremiah’s  defense



against the religious officials that
nearly succeeded in having him
condemned to death  for
blasphemy against the temple:

As for me, I am in your
hands; do with me whatever
you think is good and right.
Be assured, however, that if
you put me to death, you will
bring the guilt of innocent
blood on yourselves and on
this city and on those who
live in it.... (Jer. 26:14-15)

Wiser heads prevailed and
Jeremiah was spared, but Uriah
the son of Shemaiah, who spoke a



message similar to Jeremiah’s,
was not so fortunate. He was
caught and brought before
Jehoiakim, who executed him (Jer.
26:20-23).

Incidents like this are probably
in Matthew’s mind when he
records Jesus’ claim that the
scribes and  Pharisees  are
“descendants of those who
murdered the prophets” (23:31).
Jesus stands in the tradition of
such prophets, and the Jewish
leaders stand in the tradition of
those who murdered them; but
Matthew makes this correlation as
a wounded and rejected Jew, like
Jeremiah. He sha